riting 
in the 
Academic ES 
Disciplines ~~ 


A CURRICULAR HISTORY 


Second Edition 
David R. Russell 


Foreword by Elaine P. Maimon 


WRITING IN THE ACADEMIC DISCIPLINES 


This page intentionally left blank 


WRITING IN 
THE ACADEMIC 
DISCIPLINES 


A Curricular History 


Second Edition 


DAVID R. RUSSELL 


With a Foreword by Elaine P. Maimon 


SOUTHERN ILLINOIS UNIVERSITY PRESS 
Carbondale and Edwardsville 


Copyright © 1991, 2002 by the Board of Trustees, Southern Hlinois University 
All rights reserved 

Second Edition 2002 

Printed in the United States of America 

0S 04 03 02 4321 


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 


Russell, David R., 1951- 
Writing in the academic disciplines : a curricular history / David R. Russell ; 
foreword by Elaine P. Maimon. —2nd ed. 
p. cm. 
Includes bibliographic references and index. 

1. English language—Rhetoric—Study and teaching—United States— 
History. 2. English language—Study and teaching (Secondary)—United States— 
History. 3. Interdisciplinary approach in education—United States—History. 

4. Academic writing—Study and teaching—United States—History. I. Title. 


PE1405.U6 R8 2002 
808'.042'071'273—dc21 


ISBN 0-8093-2467-9 (paper : alk. paper) 2002022818 
Reprinted from the original 1991 edition. 
Printed on recycled paper. & 
The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of 


American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper 
for Printed Library Materials, ANSI Z39.48-1992.@© 


for Joyce, still 


This page intentionally left blank 


CONTENTS 


Foreword 
Elaine P. Maimon 


Preface to the Second Edition 


Acknowledgments 


[. 

The Triumph of Specialization 
te 

Introduction 

The Myth of Transience 


2 
Nineteenth-Century Backgrounds 
From the Liberal Curriculum to Mass Education 


3 


Writing and the Ideal of Research 
Some Tacit Traditions 


4. 
Writing and the Ideal of Utility 
Composition for the Culture of Professionalism 


Xi 


35 


70 


CONTENTS 


II. 
The Search For Community 
Writing and General Education 


>; 
Writing and Social Efficiency 
The Cooperation Movement 


6. 
Writing and the Great Books 


ie 
Writing and Progressive Education 


III. 
The Postwar Era 


8. 
The Disciplines Enter the Information Age 


9. 
The Writing-Across-the-Curriculum Movement 
1970-1990 


10. 
The Writing-Across-the-Curriculum Movement 
1990-2000 


Notes 
Works Cited 


Index 


Vill 


135 


166 


199 


239 


271 


308 


335 
375 
399 


FOREWORD 


A, someone who has devoted a major portion of her profes- 
sional life to the current movement called writing across the 
curriculum (WAC), I find that reading David Russell’s Writing 
in the Academic Disciplines is like studying an intellectual family 
tree. By tracing the genealogy of writing in the disciplines, Russell 
creates a context in which to understand contemporary educa- 
tional conflicts. Is writing a set of discrete mechanical skills or a 
function of maturing thought? Should students be able to general- 
ize instruction in writing to a variety of situations, or do students 
need help in discerning the requirements imposed by different 
contexts? Should writing be regarded as transparent (an intrinsic 
skill), or should writing be highlighted as a powerful means of 
learning? Is writing something that the chosen few learn to do 
without being taught, or should writing instruction provide mo- 
bility within a democratic society? Russell makes clear that we 
did not invent these issues in the last quarter of the twentieth 
century. They have a history. 

Reading this history in Russell’s intelligent, honest, and lucid 
account is remarkably instructive. Seen through the prism of 
writing in the disciplines, Russell’s retelling of U.S. educational 
history illuminates the general story, clarifying recurring themes: 
excellence and access; general education and specialized study; 
teaching and research. Like the writing-across-the-curriculum 
movement itself, this book is fundamentally an exploration of 
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the meaning and purpose of liberal education in a democratic 
society. 

The historical context presented in Writing in the Academic 
Disciplines has immediate pragmatic functions as well. Oppo- 
nents of writing across the curriculum often attack the movement 
as ephemeral, a fad equivalent to audiovisual aids in the class- 
room. Russell’s narrative demonstrates that WAC has strong 
roots in American intellectual life. At the same time, Russell 
provides the possibility of rational response to naysayers who 
possess the proverbially dangerous little bit of knowledge. Faculty 
natterers often claim that writing across the curriculum is nothing 
more than the Dalton Plan or progressive education—or some- 
thing else already old under the sun—in a new guise. “We tried 
that already and it didn’t work,” they claim wearily, secretly 
gleeful at bursting the bubble of innovation. Russell allows us to 
counter these reductive responses by placing past educational 
movements in an instructive context. 

This creation of a meaningful context reflects a profound un- 
derstanding of what writing across the curriculum is all about: 
the recognition that meaning changes as the stance of the reader 
and writer change from situation to situation. Contextual vari- 
ability is not an easy concept to understand. Yet, American educa- 
tion has until recently assumed that this idea—like writing itself— 
was transient, something for someone else to teach. Russell argues 
convincingly against the myth that distinctions among contexts 
and academic disciplines do not exist. He presents that myth as 
the greatest obstacle to translating and transforming disciplinary 
differences within the academic conversation. 

Russell’s scholarship also reflects the tenets of writing across 
the curriculum. He draws on social history, sociology, history of 
education, philosophy of science, and anthropology to create a 
multi-disciplinary text that invariably enlightens, avoiding mud- 
dle. While affirming the existence of disciplinary distinctions, 
Russell himself manages to translate and transform them. 

From a personal perspective, I am pleased that a book-length 
work of rigorous scholarship is not available to explain the strong 
foundation of writing across the curriculum in educational psy- 
chology and in theories of learning. This book should be required 
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reading for writing program administrators, deans, and all others 
committed to educational reform. In 1981, my coauthors and I 
published Writing in the Arts and Sciences, a textbook that we 
hoped would allow instructors and students to work explicitly 
with writing in the disciplines. Now, a decade later, I am grateful 
to David Russell for the prodigious research and clear articulation 
of the history and principles that inform the writing-across-the- 
curriculum movement. 

Not only does Russell tell the story of where we have been and 
how we got where we are, he illuminates the road ahead for 
future generations. If writing across the curriculum lasts as an 
educational reform, it will be, in part, because of Russell’s skillful 
cartography and genealogy. 

Elaine P. Maimon 
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PREFACE TO THE 
SECOND EDITION 


I have been very gratified that many faculty and writing-across- 
the-curriculum program coordinators from around North 
America have told me over the last ten years that they found the 
first edition of this book interesting and, at times, useful. That 
response shows me that they feel the need for a sense of history 
as they work to help students learn to write and write to learn. 
But the last ten years have also impressed upon me the immense 
variety and scope of WAC—and thus how incomplete this book 
is. | have often wished that I could thoroughly revise and expand 
it, to give a more complete account. Yet others have gone a long 
way in doing that, in many ways relieving me of the task. 

In the last decade, there has been some excellent research on 
the history of WAC, which fills in important gaps. A few ex- 
amples: The role of WAC in historically black colleges has been 
traced by Zaluda; community college WAC was researched by 
Ambron; and efforts to teach professional writing have been 
chronicled by several, most notably Adams. 

Of course there have been myriad efforts to improve students’ 
communication across the curriculum that have not yet been re- 
searched, and I hope that historical research will expand, as it 
provides an important perspective on current efforts and new 
visions for future efforts. For example, there is much pioneering 
and important work in WAC during the 1970s and 1980s that 
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deserves historical treatment: high school WAC dissemination 
efforts such as that of Volusha County and the McCauley School; 
microthemes at Montana State University; the Baltimore area 
WAC coalition; the first WAC journal, Fforum; WAC in the Cali- 
fornia State University system; the Northern Virginia Writing 
Project and the formation of the National Network of WAC Pro- 
grams; the Chicago Conferences in the 1970s; the Ivy League 
WAC consortium; the annual Wildacres Conferences; the New 
York City efforts inspired by Mina Shaughnessy’s work; WAC at 
MIT from the 1960s on; and many others. Fortunately, others are 
carrying on that work now. And a collection of historical essays 
is being prepared by Susan McLeod that treats most of these. 

Thus, the new material in this second edition focuses only on 
WAC in the 1990s. The new final chapter is an attempt to tell that 
story, though history written from such a close perspective can 
often sound polemical. And I must plead guilty to that. My work 
in the WAC movement over the last decade, on my own campus 
and in workshops in the U.S. and abroad, has made me an un- 
ashamed (though not uncritical) advocate. And I hope this chapter 
will add another voice to the important debates going on about 
the future of WAC and of American education broadly. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The Myth of Transience 


Wing in the Academic Disciplines is a history of writing 
instruction outside general-composition courses in American sec- 
ondary and higher education, from the founding of the public 
secondary school system and research universities in the 1870s 
through the spread of the writing-across-the-curriculum move- 
ment in the 1980s. The vexed history of general-composition 
courses, especially freshman composition, has been told often 
and well by James A. Berlin, Wallace W. Douglas, Albert R. 
Kitzhaber, Robert J. Connors, and many others upon whom I 
often draw in this account. But my task here is to examine 
the ways writing has been taught—directly or indirectly—in the 
wider curriculum or, to be more precise, in the myriad curricula 
that make up the differentiated structure of secondary and higher 
education in modern America. 

As surprising as it may seem to us today, there was no system- 
atic writing instruction per se past the elementary school in 
America until the advent of mass education and the formation of 
discrete academic disciplines in the last third of the nineteenth 
century. Advanced instruction in vernacular language dates from 
antiquity, of course, and from the eighteenth century American 
colleges and preparatory academies taught rhetoric in the vernac- 
ular. But before the 1870s, writing was ancillary to speaking. 
Because the whole curriculum and much of the extracurriculum 
was based on public speaking (recitation, declamation, oratory, 
debate), there was little need for systematic writing instruction. 
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For a speaker, writing was merely an aid to memory; for a reader, 
it was merely a substitute for a present speaker (private oral 
reading was still common well into the nineteenth century). The 
leadership roles which graduates of the old college commonly 
assumed—“the pulpit, the senate, and the bar”—also made writ- 
ing ancillary to public speaking. Thus, formal writing instruction 
essentially amounted to training in handwriting, the mechanical 
process of transcribing sound to visual form. Literacy meant 
knowing one’s ABCs. Once these orthographic conventions were 
mastered, “correct” writing was an ordinary outcome of being 
raised a gentleman or gentlewoman who spoke “correct” English, 
which is to say the language of the upper class. As Susan Miller 
has persuasively argued, writing was so embedded in the everyday 
orally based practices of that class that it was largely transparent 
and required little or no instruction beyond the elementary 
school.’ 

By the 1870s, however, the role of writing in education and in 
the wider culture had begun to shift in subtle but profound 
ways. America created a host of new professions whose members 
communicated primarily through texts that were never meant 
merely to be substitutes for oral communication: the myriad 
reports, memoranda, specifications, scholarly articles, and so on, 
which modern society developed. Professionals in and out of 
academia now used writing to manipulate texts as objects, to be 
silently studied, critiqued, compared, appreciated, and evaluated. 
With the revolution in print technology (the modern pen, Lino- 
type, vastly improved presses, typewriter, duplicating machines, 
vertical files, etc.) and the parallel revolutions in industry (system- 
atic management of far-flung enterprises) and in academia (disci- 
plinary specialization), writing became central to organizing pro- 
duction and creating new knowledge.* Writing was now 
embedded in a whole array of complex and highly differentiated 
social practices carried on without face-to-face communication. 
The new professionals (academic or otherwise) increasingly 
wrote not for a general reader (that is, for any member of the 
educated class) but rather for specialized audiences of colleagues 
who were united not primarily by ties of class but by the shared 
activities, the goals, and—this is crucial—the unique written con- 
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ventions of a profession or discipline. With this enormous expan- 
sion of specialized knowledge and discourse, writing became, as 
Miller puts it, “a way of thinking, not just a way of preserving 
thinking for speech” (64). 

Unfortunately, the new mass-education system America cre- 
ated to train this cadre of professionals failed to adjust its concept 
of writing to account for the fact that both writing and education 
had been transformed. In the new print-centered, compartmental- 
ized secondary and higher-education system, writing was no 
longer a single, generalizable skill learned once and for all at an 
early age; rather it was a complex and continuously developing 
response to specialized text-based discourse communities, highly 
embedded in the differentiated practices of those communities. 
Nor was academia any longer a single discourse community but 
a collection of discrete communities, an aggregate of competing 
professional disciplines, each with its own specialized written 
discourse. Moreover, the system of secondary and higher educa- 
tion, once confined to the preparatory academy and the liberal 
arts college, now widened to include a whole spectrum of differ- 
entiated institutions (land-grant universities, technical institutes, 
public high schools, business schools, trade schools, etc.) prepar- 
ing and credentialing students for a host of social roles. Each 
discipline, each kind of institution, developed its own “literacy,” 
its own tacit expectations about how its members (and its stu- 
dents) should write.’ Despite these profound changes, the mass- 
education system tenaciously clung to the outmoded conception 
of writing as transcribed speech and to the vanishing ideal of a 
single academic community, united by common values, goals, and 
standards of discourse. Operating together, these misconceptions 
had profound consequences for writing instruction. 

One important result was a conceptual split between “content” 
and “expression,” learning and writing. If writing was an elemen- 
tary, mechanical skill, then it had no direct relation to the goals 
of instruction and could be relegated to the margins of a course, 
a curriculum, an institution. Knowledge and its expression could 
be conceived of as separate activities, with written expression of 
the “material” of the course a kind of adjunct to the “real” 
business of education, the teaching of factual knowledge. From 
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very early in the history of mass education, writing was primarily 
thought of as a way to examine students, not to teach them, as 
a means of demonstrating knowledge rather than of acquiring it. 
Though a few reformers struggled to overcome this false distinc- 
tion, they never had widespread success, and academia never 
made writing a central part of teaching in the disciplines. 

Another, more visible result of these misconceptions is a 120- 
year tradition of complaint about student writing (which Harvey 
Daniels has amusingly chronicled in Famous Last Words).* Be- 
cause academics and other professionals assumed that writing 
was a generalizable, elementary skill and that academia held a 
universal, immutable standard of literacy, they were constantly 
disappointed when student writing failed to measure up to the 
local, and largely tacit, standards of a particular social class, 
institution, discipline, or profession by which they were in fact 
judging that writing. Educators produced report after report la- 
menting the “crisis” in student writing, secure in their assumption 
that writing was simply a form of talking rather than a complex 
and developing response to a community’s discourse—a mode 
of learning, in other words. In 1892 one of the first Harvard 
committees charged with the task of “solving” the “writing prob- 
lem” thought it “a little less than absurd to suggest that any 
human being who can be taught to talk cannot likewise be taught 
to compose. Writing is merely the habit of talking with the pen 
instead of the tongue.”’ Over the next century, committees of 
faculty and business leaders repeatedly expressed similar frustra- 
tion that students had not “learned to write” by the time they 
reached high school or college or graduate school or career. But 
the complaints rarely addressed the central issue: standards of 
literacy were no longer stable; they were rising and, more impor- 
tantly, multiplying. Thus, Miller concludes, 


our natural tendency to inform contemporary education with this still- 
active aspect of an oral residue is also an implicit source for laments for 
what is curiously always thought of as the recently lost excellence of 
student discourse. But such nostalgia does not acknowledge . . . {that] 
literacy must, because of multiplied fields of writing, be relearned in 
new contexts throughout educational processes and later. We never get 
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“beyond” writing to oratory as the ancients did in their educational 
sequence, nor can we stabilize writing’s conventions and merely reapply 
school writing in new settings [66]. 


The assumption that writing was “talking with the pen,” an 
elementary transcription skill, mistakenly led educators to look 
for a single solution to a specific educational problem when they 
actually needed a whole new conception of the role of writing in 
learning, one that would take into account the modern organiza- 
tion of knowledge through written communication. They per- 
sisted in holding on to what Mike Rose has called the “myth of 
transience.” “Despite the accretion of crisis reports, the belief 
persists in the American university that if we can just do x, or y, 
the problem [of poor student writing] will be solved—in five 
years, ten years, or a generation—and higher education will be 
able to return to its real work.”° Because writing seemed to be 
independent of content learning, the many solutions proposed 
over the years tended to marginalize writing instruction and 
reinforce the myth of transience by masking the complexities of 
the task. 

The first and most common “solution” was a general-composi- 
tion course. When late-nineteenth-century educators cast about 
for ways to solve the “problem” of students’ writing, they eventu- 
ally settled on a single freshman course of about fifteen or thirty 
weeks (successor to a very different rhetoric course in the old 
liberal curriculum). Though it was taught in many ways to stu- 
dents of every kind, freshman composition almost always treated 
writing as a generalizable elementary skill, independent of disci- 
plinary content. The course focused on mechanical skills: correct 
grammar, spelling, and usage necessary for transcribing preex- 
isting, fully formed speech or thought into correct written form. 
The teaching of rhetoric, so central to the old oratorical tradition, 
gradually faded, though not without a fight, to be replaced by 
general composition. Writing instruction was denied disciplinary 
status, compartmentalized into freshman composition, and 
housed in English departments, where it competed (unsuccess- 
fully) with the new professional discipline of literary study. In 
time, freshman English became ubiquitous, nearly always the 
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only institutionwide requirement for writing instruction (or writ- 
ing) in higher education. And with systematic writing instruction 
thus marginalized, there arose an implicit assumption that gener- 
al-composition courses should teach students from any back- 
ground to write correct and coherent expository prose for any 
purpose in any social or disciplinary context—and that a stu- 
dent’s failure to do so was evidence of the need for more elemen- 
tary training or remediation, as it came to be called. 

When general-composition courses did not succeed in this im- 
possible task (despite countless experiments and reforms), institu- 
tions sometimes tried curriculumwide schemes. Though the 
phrase writing across the curriculum is relatively new, dating 
from the mid 1970s, the idea of sharing responsibility for writing 
instruction forms a recurrent theme throughout the history of 
American secondary and higher education. Like so many other 
educational reform movements, cross-curricular writing instruc- 
tion was accepted in principle (“Every teacher should teach writ- 
ing” is one of the oldest saws in American education), but in 
practice, reforms were absorbed and transmuted by the system 
they resisted. In this way reformers’ ideas lost their power for 
change and instead merely reinforced the myth of transience, a 
process educational historians have long noted in other areas.’ 

There have been literally hundreds of cross-curricular writing 
programs since the turn of the century at institutions of every 
type. Indeed, each generation has produced its own versions of 
cross-curricular writing programs, yet none, except perhaps the 
last, has made a permanent impact on the modern university 
curriculum or on literacy in America. Sooner or later these pro- 
grams were marginalized for many of the same reasons general- 
composition courses were. Because administrators and faculty 
did not perceive the central role of writing in modern academic 
disciplines and professional work, they tended to make writing 
instruction an adjunct to a course or program rather than an 
integral part of it. When they did require writing as part of 
regular courses in the disciplines, that writing was less likely to be 
integrated into the activity of the course or program and more 
likely to be seen merely as a favor to the English department or 
the institution, as a way of enforcing standards of correctness 
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or reinforcing general-composition courses, or as a means of 
evaluation.” The most mechanical aspects of writing received 
the most attention: “grammar across the curriculum,” as C. W. 
Knoblauch and Lil Brannon have termed it.’ Even disciplines that 
took responsibility for writing instruction tended to marginalize 
writing in special departmental writing courses (e.g., business 
writing, agricultural writing). Thus, the conceptual split between 
content and expression found its curricular embodiment not only 
in remedial or general-composition courses but also in discipline- 
specific writing courses taught by those outside the discipline 
(usually trained in English departments). 

In the rush to find a single comprehensive solution, academia 
never systematically examined the nature of writing or its poten- 
tial for improving learning. The myth of transience masked deep 
conflicts in the mass-education system over the nature of writing 
and learning: what is academic writing and how is it learned? 
What is an academic community and who should be admitted? 
America has never come to terms with the submerged conflicts 
that underlie its attitudes and approaches to advanced literacy. 
And this continuing failure to confront those conflicts kept writ- 
ing instruction on the margins of the curriculum rather than at 
its center. As Rose concludes, “Wide-ranging change will occur 
only if the academy redefines writing for itself, changes the terms 
of the argument, [and] sees instruction in writing as one of its 
central concerns” (359). 

These deep conflicts emerge as themes in my account of Ameri- 
ca’s century-long flirtation with writing instruction in the disci- 
plines. And in this chapter I outline four of these conflicts as a 
framework for the story which follows. The first two have to do 
with the nature of writing and its acquisition: writing as a single 
elementary skill, a transparent recording of speech or thought or 
physical reality, versus writing as a complex rhetorical activity, 
embedded in the differentiated practices of academic discourse 
communities; and writing acquisition as remediation of deficien- 
cies in skill versus writing acquisition as a continuously devel- 
oping intellectual and social attainment tied to disciplinary learn- 
ing. The second two conflicts center on the relation between 
language and the structure of mass education: academia as a 
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single discourse community versus academia as many competing 
discourse communities; and disciplinary excellence versus social 
equity as the goal of writing instruction. By bringing these long- 
submerged conflicts into the light of historical analysis, it may be 
easier to see the enormity and complexity of the task that Ameri- 
can mass education set for itself in teaching students “to write.” 


Academic Writing: Transparent 
Recording or Visible Rhetoric? 


Because late-nineteenth-century academics failed to shift from 
the old oral conception of writing as transcription to a new 
conception that took into account writing’s vastly expanded func- 
tions, the role of writing in academia—both research and teach- 
ing—remained largely transparent, unexamined. Faculty thought 
of their writing not as persuasive discourse, subject to the same 
rhetorical and stylistic analysis as a sermon or campaign speech, 
but rather as an unproblematic rendering of the fruits of research, 
untainted (when done properly) by rhetorical and stylistic con- 
cerns. Historians of both rhetoric and science have pointed to 
important ideological factors that reinforced (some would say 
created) this blindness to the rhetorical nature of academic writ- 
ing. The naive view of language as transparent recorder of 
thought or physical reality grew up with the scientific method in 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. It underlay the Scottish 
Common Sense rhetorical theory of Hugh Blair and George 
Campbell, which Americans imported in the early nineteenth 
century and applied fully in the new composition textbooks of 
the 1880s. James Berlin describes the view: 


When the individual is freed from the biases of language, society, or 
history, the senses provide the mental faculties with a clear and distinct 
image of the world. The world readily surrenders its meaning to anyone 
who observes properly, and no operation of the mind—logical or other- 
wise—is needed to arrive at truth. To communicate, the speaker or 
writer—both now included—need only provide the language which 
corresponds either to the objects in the external world or to the ideas in 
his or her own mind—both are essentially the same—in such a way that 
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it reproduces the objects and the experience of them in the minds of the 
hearers."° 


This naive view of language supported an ethic of scientific objec- 
tivity associated with an emerging positivism in academia, an 
ethic which reinforced the high status accorded science in modern 
industrial society. “Truth is to be discovered outside the rhetori- 
cal enterprise,” Berlin continues, “through the method, usually 
the scientific method, of the appropriate discipline, or, as in 
poetry and oratory, through genius” (770). The ethic of scientific 
objectivity led academics to downplay the role of persuasion 
in their enterprise and to view their disciplines as vehicles for 
discovering the bare facts and immutable laws of nature. Scien- 
tists and scholars maintained that the old oral, persuasive rhetoric 
in the classical tradition (increasingly identified with emotional 
or grandiloquent oratory) should have nothing to do with intel- 
lectual inquiry, that good academic writing must therefore be an 
objective rendering of reality. 

Operating together with these ideological barriers were power- 
ful institutional barriers to seeing the differentiated and rhetorical 
nature of academic writing. The naive view of language supported 
the wider organizational structure of the new university by con- 
fining discourse to discipline-specific forums. Faculty engaged 
in written discourse primarily within a discipline, not among 
disciplines, and expected their students to do the same. In both the 
new departmentalized university and the new professionalized 
society, there were powerful reasons why scientists and scholars 
should not step outside their respective symbolic universes. It was 
the ever-increasing specialization of knowledge (and, with it, of 
discourse) that allowed modern academia to create new knowl- 
edge so effectively and rapidly. Persuading many people from 
many communities to understand and value one’s productions is 
immensely difficult and time-consuming, often impossible. As 
various disciplines became accepted into academia, their role 
within the institution and the wider society allowed that responsi- 
bility to shift from individual scholars to the discipline, through 
its professional associations, or to the institution itself, through 
its public-relations channels. Though efforts to disseminate and 
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popularize discipline-specific knowledge and to promote disci- 
plines’ public images continued, these were largely separate from 
the increasingly more specialized scholarly dialogues going on 
within disciplines. And of course dissemination is lower in status 
than specialized research; it is often left to specialists of a different 
sort—those in journalism and public relations. On a broader 
level, widespread dissemination of expert knowledge sometimes 
constituted a threat to professional communities, whose social 
role involved commodifying that knowledge in specialized writ- 
ten language to maintain professional jurisdiction over certain 
social functions (the legal profession is the most obvious ex- 
ample)."! 

Thus, the transparency of rhetoric in academic disciplines is in 
many ways a function of specialization. As the disciplines became 
separated from one another and from the wider culture, persua- 
sion became so limited, so bound up with the genres (and activi- 
ties) of a specific community’s discourse, that it could be taken 
for granted by members of the community. Scholars saw little 
need to enter other symbolic worlds, little benefit in making their 
own discourse accessible to outsiders, little reason to translate 
their knowledge into the genres of other communities and thus 
reconcile their activities and conventions of discourse with those 
of other disciplines. 

Yet the naive, mechanical conception of writing which special- 
ization fostered contradicted the actual practice of academics, for 
whom writing was a very human thing, a complex social activity 
involving a whole range of rhetorical choices, intellectual, profes- 
sional, and political, as recent research into the social basis of 
writing has shown.” As a social activity, writing is inevitably 
embedded in and conditioned by a community. By its very nature 
it is local, context specific, dependent on a community for its 
existence and its meaning. Literacy is thus a function of the 
specific community in which certain kinds of reading and writing 
activities take place. Standards of acceptable discourse vary 
among social and disciplinary groups, a fact that we implicitly 
recognize in our daily affairs. As Brazilian sociolinguist Terezinha 
Carraher notes, a professor may, without irony, express pleasure 
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that her maid is “literate” because she can barely decode recipes 
and take down phone messages, but complain that her students 
are “illiterate” because they do not yet understand the conven- 
tions of written discourse in her discipline.” 

This social perspective on writing embeds each text in a context 
of human behaviors. Genre becomes, in Carolyn Miller’s formu- 
lation, “typified rhetorical actions based in recurrent situa- 
tions.” '* Those recurrent situations, the habits of a community, 
give rise to repeated formal elements in texts: conventions of 
argument, evidence, diction, style, organization, and documenta- 
tion which allow those familiar with the conventions to recognize 
and understand the writing of a particular community. Coopera- 
tive human activities (to borrow Lev Vygotski’s phrase) organize 
themselves through language. In the activities of modern mass 
education and disciplinary inquiry, the language that counts most 
is written—but written in ways characteristic of the various coop- 
erative activities, the various communities and subcommunities 
that make up the system. As Arthur N. Applebee says of the 
symbolic universes of the disciplines (paradigms as he calls them, 
following Thomas Kuhn), “These paradigms provide tacit guide- 
lines about proper lines of evidence and modes of argument. 
Though rarely made explicit, their influence is pervasive; they 
determine what will be seen as interesting, what as obvious, and 
what as needing elaboration.” 

One can understand the writing of a community, as Charles 
Bazerman has pointed out, only in terms of the community’s 
activities: the issues it addresses, the purposes it serves, the con- 
crete objects it manipulates, the questions it has excluded or 
already answered to the satisfaction of the community, the things 
that can be left unsaid because of the community’s history and 
activity, or the things that might be said to accomplish its objec- 
tives. To read and write meaningfully, one must, in other words, 
understand how the community interprets its texts, those shared 
understandings (Bazerman’s term) which connect text to context. 
Using the conventions of a genre without understanding (tacitly 
or explicitly) how those conventions operate within the commu- 
nity is as meaningless as learning how pieces move in a chess 
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game without knowing the conditions under which one piece 
may capture another or knowing that the object is to checkmate 
the opposing king.'* 

Over the past two decades, scholars have just begun to study 
the rhetoric of academic disciplines and other professional com- 
munities on a case-by-case basis, to analyze the interactional 
rules, tacit and explicit, which govern the knowledge-making and 
communicating activities of various discourse communities and 
subcommunities. These scholars do not attempt, as did earlier 
critics of academic specialization, to banish specialized vocabula- 
ries, arcane “rhetoric,” in order to restore some universal clarity 
to the academic Babel. Rather than seek to overcome modern 
complexity, they study the ways modern complexity is reflected 
in and created by writing. Their goal is to advance the activities 
of specialized communities, not to transcend specialization. Stud- 
ies by Donald McCloskey (economics), Greg Myers (biology), 
Charles Bazerman (the experimental article in various disci- 
plines), Glenn Broadhead and Richard C. Freed (business con- 
sulting), Hayden White (history), James Boyd White (law), Jo- 
Anne Yates (industrial management), along with many studies of 
knowledge making in science, explore the institutional as well 
as the intellectual and material settings in which writing takes 
place."” 

Such analysis is a complex undertaking within any one commu- 
nity or subcommunity, for each is made up of members who play 
many and often-shifting roles; the rules of the game constantly 
change in response to a wide range of intellectual, material, and 
political forces within and outside the community. Moreover, 
these studies have often met with considerable resistance from 
mainline scholars. But only such sociorhetorical analysis, disci- 
pline by discipline, will provide a foundation on which to con- 
struct meaningful generalizations about how writing works— 
and how students learn to make it work. 


Writing Instruction: Remediation or Development? 


The transparency of writing (and rhetoric) within the academic 
disciplines had profound effects on writing instruction. As | 
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noted, modern mass education carried over a premodern view of 
writing as a single, generalizable skill, learned once and forever. 
Students whose writing did not conform to a particular communi- 
ty’s standards were thought to exhibit some deficit, which had to 
be remedied before they could be admitted to the community. 
Thus, systematic writing instruction beyond elementary school 
was often classed as remedial and relegated to the margins of the 
system. The systematic teaching of rhetoric as public discourse— 
the heart of the classical liberal arts curriculum for centuries— 
almost passed out of the curriculum entirely, as academia increas- 
ingly valued the pursuit of specialized knowledge on matters of 
disciplinary import over the teaching of persuasive discourse on 
matters of broad civic import." 

But if one sees writing (and rhetoric) as deeply embedded in 
the differentiated practices of disciplines, not as a single elemen- 
tary skill, one must reconceive in profound ways the process of 
learning to write. Fred Newton Scott, Gertrude Buck, Sterling 
Andrus Leonard, and other Deweyan reformers in the early years 
of this century created an alternative approach to writing instruc- 
tion, one that saw language acquisition as a socially conditioned, 
developmental process; but only in the last three decades has a 
social perspective received widespread attention.'” Viewed from 
a developmental rather than a remedial perspective, learning to 
write becomes, as recent research has demonstrated, a process of 
socialization or acculturation, analogous to a young child learn- 
ing to speak. Theories of first-language acquisition (such as Vy- 
gotski’s) illuminate the process of acquiring advanced literacy in 
an academic or professional community. The neophyte gradually 
acquires the community’s shared knowledge not only by listening 
and reading but also by experimenting with verbal formulations, 
orally, as with children, and later in writing, through situations 
embedded in the life of the neophyte’s community, whether the 
family or the discipline. Like adults talking to babbling children, 
the more skilled members of the disciplinary community, instruc- 
tors, supervisors, or more experienced peers, recast the neo- 
phyte’s utterances in a form suitable to the community until, as 
Bazerman says, “the beginner produces an utterance recognized 
as bearing meaning within the socially shared system” (304). 
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During this process of linguistic initiation, the community often 
applies more tolerant standards to the verbal performances of 
neophytes than to the performances of those it recognizes as fully 
socialized members. It is crucial to note that this gradual and 
often-subtle process of observation, modeling, and intervention 
requires the neophyte to use the language of the community 
while participating in its activity not before participating, as the 
remedial view would have it. Through participation students 
learn to connect verbal formulations to the meanings with which 
the community invests them. Through participation students 
learn not only the community’s terms and categories but also 
when and how to apply them: the interactional rules (304). 

In the process of acquiring discipline-specific literacy, the ad- 
ept’s intervention during a student’s apprenticeship often comes 
about through written forms which recognize the neophyte’s 
status: textbook experiments to be performed and written up, 
standard questions to answer, or model cases to argue. These 
activities produce a scaffolding, “a framework of meaning into 
which the neophytes’ impulses, behaviors and language can shape 
themselves.”*° This scaffolding is gradually incorporated into 
her own behavior, until the instructions of the adept become 
internalized as self-instructions and she develops what Vygotski 
calls “an internal language.””' Eventually, the neophyte so thor- 
oughly internalizes the discourse of the community and, with it, 
the community’s perceptions, assumptions, and behaviors, that 
she begins to think and act—and write—like a member of the 
community. By the time she is accepted as an adept, she has at 
least tacitly understood and accepted the community’s values and 
goals, its rules and sanctions; she has developed an allegiance to 
the community, an identity and role within it. 

This theory of writing acquisition helps explain why writing 
in the academic disciplines has been so little studied or systemati- 
cally taught. Because apprentices in a discipline very gradually 
learn its written conventions as an active and integral part of 
their socialization in a community, the process of learning to 
write seems transparent. Scholars and researchers come to view 
the particular genres that the disciplinary community has evolved 
(and each member of it has internalized) not as rhetorical strate- 
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gies, conventional—but gradually changing—means of persua- 
sion; instead, the community’s genres and conventions appear to 
be unproblematic renderings of the fruits of research. Persuasion, 
as Bazerman argues, “is at the heart of science [and, | might 
add, of all academic disciplines], not at the unrespectable fringe” 
(321). But the symbolic universe that a scholar grows to inhabit 
denies rhetoric while nevertheless depending on it. A researcher 
is likely to see his writing practices not as rhetorical choices but 
as business as usual or “simply good science” (321). 

The kinds of evidence accepted, the style deemed appropriate, 
the familiar turns of phrase—these are learned as part of the 
common sense of the discipline, as anthropologist Clifford Geertz 
uses the term: “not what the mind cleared of cant spontaneously 
apprehends [but] what the mind filled with presuppositions . . . 
concludes.” Disciplines never acquired a conscious knowledge 
of the rhetorical conventions they used daily and expected their 
students to use, for these conventions were so bound up with the 
activity of the discipline and were acquired so subtly in the learn- 
ing of the discipline itself that they were rarely thought of as 
writing instruction. To students bound for a career, as well as to 
the faculty who prepared them for one, writing was something 
acquired as a matter of course, part of the apprenticeship in the 
discipline which formal schooling provided (and the apprentice 
system was, after all, the method of the German university which 
the American university adopted in certain respects during its 
formative years). 

The transparency of rhetoric in the academic disciplines also 
helps explain why writing instruction has so often been margin- 
alized. At the curricular level, if professionals are not aware of 
the role rhetoric plays in their own discipline, then they will 
see little need to teach it. From the time the modern academic 
disciplines emerged as discrete communities in the mid and late 
nineteenth century, they have rarely integrated systematic writing 
instruction into their curricula to initiate the neophytes con- 
sciously into the written conventions of a particular field. Instead, 
they have required separate courses, usually general composition. 
At the most advanced levels of instruction, usually in graduate 
school, some departments have offered courses in research meth- 
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ods which treat discipline-specific writing conventions. But these 
have affected only a tiny fraction of students in secondary and 
higher education; the great majority of students have had no 
conscious, systematic, discipline-specific writing instruction. 

The transparency of rhetoric in the disciplines makes it much 
more difficult for faculty to see and intervene in the students’ 
socialization into the discipline, though that transparency at the 
same time encourages complaints. Because the development of 
discipline-specific writing skill is gradual and subtle, bound up 
with the activity of the discipline, faculty have tended to mistake 
the inevitable struggles of students to acquire the rhetorical con- 
ventions of a discipline for poor writing or sheer ignorance. As 
Applebee points out, “When we move beyond remedial or ‘basic’ 
English, problems in managing this [discipline-specific rhetorical] 
aspect of text are the cause of much that we call poor writing.”” 
But the students’ struggles to comprehend the new symbolic 
universe and operate within it are often misinterpreted by the 
instructor, who has been so gradually and thoroughly socialized 
into the symbolic universe of the discipline that he often cannot 
see or understand why others, who are writing about the same 
“content,” do not “make sense.” Though the students may under- 
stand the “facts,” they may not understand the essential rhetori- 
cal structures: specialized lines of argument, vocabulary, and 
organizational conventions, the tacit understandings about what 
must be stated and what assumed—in short, the culture of the 
discipline that gives meaning to the “facts.” Only through a long 
process of acculturation—participating in the activities of the 
discipline—will they acquire those shared understandings that 
allow their writing to “make sense.”** Because the rhetoric of the 
discipline appears not to be taught, efforts to teach it may require 
those in a discipline first to become conscious of rhetoric’s role 
in their activities and, second, to make a conscious effort to teach 
it. But given the transparency of rhetoric for faculty, the usual 
tendency has been to complain about poor student writing and 
locate the problem elsewhere, thus reinforcing the myth of tran- 
sience. 

Yet students have nevertheless learned to write in many ways 
and places. Despite periodic alarms about the pernicious effects 
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of Americans’ poor writing, the nation’s secondary- and higher- 
education systems, its vast industrial plant, cultural activities, 
and governmental structures have never been crippled by poor 
writing; indeed, for the last half century America has been the 
cultural, educational, and scientific center of the world, as well 
as the dominant world power. Somehow, enough Americans 
learned to write in the ways they needed to in order to carry on, 
and rather well at that. The experience of other industrialized 
nations (few of whom have composition courses in higher educa- 
tion) would suggest that students can and do learn to write as a 
regular part of their education or of their work in a discipline or 
a profession.” Despite the misconceptions about the nature of 
writing, despite the marginalization of systematic instruction, 
America has evolved several tacit traditions of student writing: 
the notebook, the research paper, the laboratory report, the case 
study, the essay examination, and so on, through which faculty 
have taught students the writing of the discipline, though perhaps 
less consciously or less rapidly or less effectively than with direct 
instruction. 

However, these venues for writing instruction are difficult to 
locate and study. In modern America, the most complex print 
(and electronic) culture in history, writing is enormously varied, 
embedded in countless social activities, and performs myriad 
functions. Even within the educational sector, students write (and 
acquire competence in writing) as a part of daily work at all 
levels, from the most rudimentary activities (a student filling in 
a blank on a preprinted worksheet) to the most sophisticated 
knowledge making (writing a scholarly article, for example). 

Despite the complexity and transparency of these tacit, unsys- 
tematic venues for writing acquisition, they nevertheless form an 
important part of the story of writing in the academic disciplines. 
Unfortunately, these tacit traditions of student writing have rarely 
been studied, much less from a historical perspective. In this study 
I view the various kinds of student writing as genres, typified 
responses to the activity of a particular institution, discipline, or 
profession, which have changed along with the educational and 
professional environments of which they are a part. The Chemis- 
try 101 lab report is a reflection, however dim, of scientific articles 
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in academic journals or of reports written in corporate research 
and development labs. The sociology class’ case study echoes the 
social worker’s case history, the sophomore’s Shakespeare paper 
the literary critic’s journal article. To tease these traditions out 
of the pedagogical and institutional fabric into which they are 
woven, I looked to a variety of sources: textbooks, curricula, 
syllabi, examinations, student papers, surveys of teaching prac- 
tices. But these sources are inevitably piecemeal and often ambig- 
uous. I have slighted many curricula, subdisciplines, and indeed 
whole disciplines in this account. I can only hope that those who 
are interested in the role of writing in disciplinary communities 
will fill in this very crude sketch, a project that has already begun 
as the current writing-across-the-curriculum movement (WAC) 
explores the differences in the rhetoric and teaching of academic 
disciplines, as I discuss in chapter 9. This exploration of disci- 
pline-specific conventions is already yielding much information 
on the ways disciplines constitute themselves through written 
discourse. Such study is essential if we are to understand how 
disciplines perpetuate themselves by initiating new members into 
the discourse of their communities. 


Academic Discourse: Community or Communities? 


The complex origins of mass education in America made it diffi- 
cult for academia to view learning to write as an initiation into 
a discourse community, a process of gradually coming to use 
language in a certain way to become accepted, “literate,” or, as 
is often the case in modern American higher education, creden- 
tialed in some profession. Before the advent of the modern univer- 
sity in the 1870s, academia was indeed a single discourse commu- 
nity. Institutions of higher learning built an intellectual and social 
community by selecting students primarily on the basis of social 
class (less than 1 percent of the population was admitted), which 
guaranteed linguistic homogeneity, and by initiating them intel- 
lectually through a series of highly language dependent meth- 
ods—the traditional recitation, disputation, debate, and oral ex- 
amination of the old liberal curriculum. Equally important, most 
students shared common values (Christian, often sectarian) with 
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their teachers (primarily ministers). They pursued a uniform 
course of study and were then duly welcomed as full members of 
the nation’s governing elite.”° 

The modern university changed all that. It provided the special- 
ized knowledge that drove the new urban-industrial economy 
and a new class of specialized professionals (the term came into 
use during the period) who managed that economy, with its 
secular rationale and complex bureaucratic organization—what 
Burton J. Bledstein has aptly called “the culture of professional- 
ism.” Beginning with the land-grant colleges of the late nineteenth 
century and continuing with the rise of the modern university on 
the German model, the academic discourse community became 
fragmented. Numbers swelled, with enrollments tripling as a 
percentage of the population between 1900 and 1925 alone. 
Students from previously excluded social groups were admitted, 
destroying linguistic homogeneity. The new elective curriculum 
was introduced to prepare students for a host of emerging profes- 
sional careers in the new industrial society. The elective curricu- 
lum compartmentalized knowledge and broke one relatively sta- 
ble academic discourse community into many fluctuating ones. 
And the active, personal, language-dependent instructional meth- 
ods of the old curriculum were replaced by passive, rather imper- 
sonal methods borrowed from Germany or, later, from scientific 
management: lecture, objective testing, and the like. Ultimately, 
the professional faculty who replaced the gentlemen scholars 
and divines of the old curriculum came to see secondary and 
undergraduate education as only one of several competing re- 
sponsibilities (along with graduate teaching, research, and profes- 
sional service). And the teaching of writing—initiating the neo- 
phytes into a discourse community—suffered accordingly. 

Because it is tempting to recall academia’s very different past 
and hope for a very different future, the term academic commu- 
nity has powerful spiritual and political connotations, but today 
academia is a discourse community only in a context so broad as 
to have little meaning in terms of shared linguistic forms, either 
for the advancement of knowledge (which now goes on in disci- 
plinary communities and subcommunities) or for the initiation 
of new members (who are initiated into a specific community’s 
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discourse). Thus, to speak of the academic community as if its 
members shared a single set of linguistic conventions and tradi- 
tions of inquiry is to make a categorical mistake. In the aggregate 
of all the tightly knit, turf-conscious disciplines and departments, 
each of its own discourse community, the modern university 
consists. Many have wished it otherwise. 

Despite these profound changes, American educators have con- 
tinued to think of the academic community as holding out a single 
compositional norm, which would speak intelligently about the 
multiform new knowledge to a “general reader.” In their com- 
plaints about student writing, academics hark back nostalgically 
to a golden age of academic community where Johnny could both 
read and write the “plain English” that purists enshrine. But that 
golden age never existed in the modern university (and writing 
per se was not valued or even evaluated in the old college). As 
Daniel P. and Lauren B. Resnick have observed, “There is little 
to go back to in terms of pedagogical method, curriculum, or 
school organization. The old tried and true approaches, which 
nostalgia today prompts us to believe might solve current prob- 
lems, were designed neither to achieve the literacy standards 
sought today nor to assure successful literacy for everyone ... 
there is no simple past to which we can return.”’’ Though acade- 
mia held onto a generalized ideal of an academic community 
sharing a single advanced literacy, there was never any consensus 
in the modern university about the nature of that community or 
its language. Academic discourse, like academia itself, continued 
its drive toward increasing specialization. The university became 
an aggregate of competing discourse communities; it was not a 
single community. But the myth of a single academic discourse 
community—and a golden age of student writing—endured. 

American academia today (and for the last hundred years or 
so) is a community primarily in a broad institutional sense, a 
collection of people going about a vast enterprise, in much the 
same way that we speak of the “business community” as a sector 
of national life. The academic disciplines are in one sense united 
through their common missions: teaching, research, and service. 
But disciplines have been so diverse, so independent, and so 
bound up with professional communities outside academia that 
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they require no common language or even shared values and 
methods within the university in order to pursue those missions. 
Those genres and conventions of writing that are shared by all 
academic disciplines are also shared by professional communities 
outside academia. And within academia, the conventions (and 
beyond them the assumptions and methodologies) of the various 
disciplines are characterized more by their differences than by 
their similarities. The various disciplines have grown to constitute 
the modern university through accretion, as Gerald Graff has 
forcefully argued, and through their relevance to concerns in the 
wider society, not through their logical relation to each other— 
so much so that “interdisciplinary” study is always a notable 
(and often suspect) exception.” Indeed, an academic is likely to 
have more linguistic common ground with a fellow professional 
in the corporate sector than with another academic in an unre- 
lated field, except in regard to purely institutional matters (gover- 
nance, academic freedom, teaching loads, etc.). As a leading 
sociologist of higher education, Burton Clark, puts it, academia 
is made up of “small worlds, different worlds.”” 

The problematic nature of the modern academic discourse 
community in large part explains the survival of the myth of 
transience and the American university’s century-long flirtation 
with cross-curricular writing programs. Since the turn of the 
century, the whole structure of higher education has depended 
on what Laurence R. Veysey calls the “patterned isolation of its 
component parts.” This isolation “required that people continu- 
ally talk past each other, failing to listen to what others were 
really saying.”°° Because the modern university served so many 
conflicting interests—students, teachers, parents, administrators, 
industry, and government, as well as a host of competing disci- 
plines with their own agendas—it required “barriers to frank 
dialogue which are stylized into courtesy,” or in rhetorical terms, 
discipline-specific conventions operating independently under an 
umbrella of god-terms whose meanings were not shared or even 
examined too deeply: research and service most prominently, but 
also general education, humanism, and science. “Tacitly obeying 
the need to fail to communicate,” Veysey goes on, “each academic 
group normally refrained from too rude or brutal an unmasking 
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of the rest. And in this manner, without major economic incen- 
tives and without a genuine sharing of ideals, [academics] labored 
together in what became a diverse but fundamentally stable insti- 
tution” (337). Conscious, systematic, curriculumwide writing 
instruction was an unfortunate victim of the need for stability. 

The modern university’s compartmentalized, additive organi- 
zation of knowledge was made possible—or at least made more 
efficient—by the transparency of rhetoric and the marginalization 
of writing instruction. The lack of student writing freed the fac- 
ulty from much paper grading and interaction with students, 
leaving more time to pursue those two new ideals which redefined 
the university in the late nineteenth century: discipline-specific 
research and utilitarian service. But in a deeper sense, the lack 
of student writing allowed faculty to ignore other disciplines. 
Conscientious writing instruction forces a teacher to explain (and 
to some extent conceptualize) the rhetorical conventions of her 
discipline and—more difficult still—occasionally to describe how 
the conventions she requires for, say, a history paper, are different 
from the conventions a student is wrestling with for a chemistry 
or literature paper in another class. Ignoring writing instruction 
in the disciplines made it much easier for higher education to 
proceed in neat compartments, without confronting messy ques- 
tions about the relationships between disciplines or, messier still, 
questions about the ways students should be capable of using 
language when they enter the broader society. Because faculty 
rarely asked their students to struggle with the complexities of 
entering a specific discourse community through writing, they 
could more easily maintain the illusion that the university was 
still one discourse community, that such terms as reason, the 
generally educated person, or the humanities referred to single, 
unitary concepts, independent of the new organization of knowl- 
edge and the new mass society that created it. Thus, it was in the 
interest of the university to view writing as a Ding an sich, a 
separate and independent technique, something that should have 
been learned elsewhere, taught by someone else—in high school 
or in a freshman “service” course. Chapters 2 through 4 trace 
these effects of increasing specialization on writing instruction. 
Chapter 2 examines the transition from the old liberal curriculum 
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to the new differentiated curriculum of secondary and higher 
education. Chapters 3 and 4 examine the ways the two new ideals 
of academic life, research and utilitarian service, shaped writing 
instruction into its modern forms. 

Almost from the beginning of the modern university, however, 
there were critics who attacked academic specialization and the 
narrow compartmentalization of writing instruction. But instead 
of accepting or confronting specialization, with its thorny rhetori- 
cal and political problems, they ignored or sought to transcend 
it. Reformers from both the left and the right attempted to rees- 
tablish an academic community where students and faculty 
shared a common language and, in many cases, a set of values.”’ 
“General education” was the single rallying cry of reformers from 
irreconcilably opposed camps. Predictably, the reformers did not 
succeed in building a unified academic discourse community, 
but they did reinforce the myth of transience by nurturing the 
assumption that the linguistic millennium would soon come, if 
only academia would adopt some particular form of general 
education. 

Chapters 5 through 7 treat the history of general-education 
reforms as they affected writing instruction. I have roughly di- 
vided the reform efforts into three strands, although they do often 
intersect in complex ways. First, the “social efficiency” movement 
of the “administrative progressives” (Lawrence Cremin’s terms) 
applied the industrial model to education in an attempt to forge 
a unified society through bureaucratic organization (chapter 5). 
Its solution to the writing problem was remedial writing courses 
and programs. Second, the genteel tradition (or “liberal culture,” 
as Veysey calls it) defended the humanities against the onslaught 
of scientific specialization, commercial philistinism, and the dilut- 
ing of “standards of taste,” which they blamed on immigration 
and industrialization (chapter 6). It resisted systematic writing 
instruction and trusted that the reading and discussion of the 
“great books” would improve students’ writing. Third, the Dew- 
eyan progressives sought to unify the sciences and arts, manual 
and liberal education, in a new rational democratic state (chapter 
7). The Deweyan progressives promoted cross-curricular writing 
instruction as part of a broader “correlation” movement, which 
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attempted to unify subjects around social concerns. None of the 
three established a tradition of successfully integrating writing 
instruction into the curriculum. Through each wave of reform, 
the myth of transience persisted; and in the post-World War II 
era, these efforts to restore linguistic consensus continued to 
animate reforms in writing and general education, despite the 
almost complete triumph of specialization in academia. Even 
today some manifestations of the latest interdisciplinary effort, 
the WAC movement, still seek to reunite academia into a coherent 
discourse community and solve, once and for all, the problem 
of poor student writing and, in the same stroke, the troubling 
incoherence of modern education. In part three (chapters 8 and 
9) I take up these postwar developments. 


The Goals of Writing Instruction: 
Equity or Excellence? 


Efforts to initiate students into the discourses of specialized disci- 
plines have continually been marginalized by another fundamen- 
tal conflict within academia. As Burton Clark has pointed out, 
modern mass-education systems throughout the world must ac- 
commodate the competing claims of “equity” and “excellence,” 
as he terms them or, more broadly, of inclusion and exclusion. 
Pressure from excluded groups to widen access almost inevitably 
conflicts with pressure from various sources to maintain or raise 
standards. Every industrialized nation has these conflicts. In the 
Soviet Union, for example, the conflict has traditionally been 
between admitting students to specialized professional training 
on the basis of competitive examinations or on the basis of their 
class origins, with workers’ children receiving preference. In every 
nation, excluded groups have at times succeeded, through politi- 
cal pressure, in temporarily forcing educational systems to pro- 
mote equity. However, such victories are, as Clark points out, 
likely to be hard won and impermanent, for the differentiated, 
agonistic structure of disciplines, which organizes postelementary 
education in the modern world, tends to value exclusionary stan- 
dards of excellence over equity.” Writing instruction is part of 
that conflict. To teach students the discourse of a professional 
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elite is often a crucial part of initiating them into the profession; 
to exclude them from such discourse is to make that initiation 
more difficult, if not impossible. By relegating systematic writing 
instruction to the margins of academic work, outside the specific 
disciplinary contexts where students are taught to enter coveted 
professional roles, institutions preserve standards of excellence 
and reduce social equity. 

However, American mass education has managed to accom- 
modate both values by institutionalizing ambiguity in many ways 
through its approach to writing and its teaching. General-compo- 
sition courses have in one sense been a means of widening access 
by helping to “prepare” students for college work. But to the 
extent that those courses were treated as remedial or purgatorial, 
they also performed a “gatekeeping” function by keeping stu- 
dents on the margins of the institution. For much of this century, 
many institutions have used freshman composition as a way of 
weeding out those considered unfit for college work before they 
had the opportunity to enter specialized studies.*’ Through this 
gatekeeping function, general-composition courses have offered 
the mass-education system a means of dealing with the successive 
waves of previously excluded students who have continually 
flocked into the higher-education system since the late nineteenth 
century. 

As Rose has argued, the myth of transience allows this ambigu- 
ity to go unexamined. It blinds academics to the effects of widen- 
ing access and the shifting nature of literacy in the mass-education 
system. Thus it reinforces the status quo. 


Like any golden age or utopian myth, the myth of transience assures its 
believers that the past was better or that the future will be. The turmoil 
they are currently in will pass. The source of the problem is elsewhere; 
thus it can be ignored or temporarily dealt with until the tutors or 
academies or grammar schools or high schools or families make the 
changes they must make, The myth, then, serves to keep certain funda- 
mental recognitions and thus certain changes at bay [336]. 


Rose is referring to general-composition courses here and their 
marginalization as remedial or preparatory adjuncts to the “real” 
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work of the academy. But another of those institutional ambigu- 
ities which the myth of transience reinforces is the split between 
conscious, systematic attempts to improve writing in general- 
composition courses and the transparent, unconscious writing 
acquisition in the specialized disciplines. By relegating conscious, 
systematic writing instruction (and evaluation) to general-com- 
position courses, faculty in the disciplines have rarely had to 
address the relationship between writing and excellence, between 
language and equity, in terms of their own disciplines and profes- 
sions. Faculty are rarely held formally responsible by institutions 
for initiating students into the discourse of their disciplines (and 
therefore of the professional roles tied to them). And, thus, disci- 
plines have found it easy to ignore the role that writing plays in 
students’ preparation for and admission to the professions. 

In the absence of conscious, discipline-specific writing instruc- 
tion, students whose language backgrounds allowed them to 
learn the discourse of a discipline without such instruction were 
more likely to enter successfully the professions associated with 
it; those students whose backgrounds made conscious, discipline- 
specific language instruction necessary were much less likely to 
succeed. And because the function of language in this sorting 
was thought to be generalized, transparent—a matter of prior 
instruction, aptitude, intelligence, or dedication rather than of 
conscious, discipline-specific teaching—faculty rarely felt respon- 
sible for addressing the issue of language and access to profes- 
sional roles. Though there were occasional skirmishes over re- 
sponsibility for poor student writing, these were a small price to 
pay compared to the full-scale political battles that occurred in 
nations where students were consciously and overtly selected and 
tracked on the basis of their written performances on externally 
graded papers and essay examinations. 

At such times when America perceived a shortage of profes- 
sionals in some field, academics in that field widened access and 
paid more attention to teaching—initiating—students, including 
their writing. The times of greatest interest in laboratory writing, 
for example, came when scientists were in greater demand after 
World War I and after Sputnik (see chapters 3 and 8); and the 
current writing-across-the-curriculum movement in large part 
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began as a response to pressure from minorities for greater access 
to higher education and thus professional roles (see chapter 9). 

But in the absence of external pressures for widening access, 
disciplines typically exert pressure for higher standards and 
greater exclusion. They are agonistically structured enterprises, 
both within and among themselves. Disciplines compete among 
themselves for institutional and social status, with the attendant 
rewards. Maintaining high standards—“excellence,” to use 
Clark’s term—helps to raise the status of a discipline. Thus, it is 
sometimes in the interest of a discipline to restrict access. High 
standards are also in the interest of an individual institution 
to the extent that prestige comes from perceived excellence in 
research. And valuing disciplinary excellence serves the interests 
of society at large to the extent that it encourages professions to 
produce (or conserve) knowledge and provide services considered 
important to society as a whole. Moreover, scholars within each 
community compete with each other for professional accomplish- 
ment and status. In doing so, they advance the work of the 
community enterprise. A discipline is structured as a series of 
hurdles, many of them primarily written—examinations, theses, 
refereed publications, applications, tenure and promotion cases, 
and so on—designed to promote and reward the production (or 
conservation) of knowledge. 

The transparency of writing masks that the rules of the game 
are, in many ways, rhetorical; written discourse plays an impor- 
tant (at some points crucial) role in professional advancement. 
And the whole system depends upon disciplinary boundaries that 
are, in varying degrees, established and maintained rhetorically 
through the unique discursive activity of each community. Thus, 
conscious, systematic, discipline-specific writing instruction in- 
volves trade-offs. Time and resources spent teaching writing may 
reduce time and resources available for intramural activities, such 
as conducting research or providing professional services—the 
century-old conflict between teaching and research. And in a 
deeper sense, consciously translating the discipline’s rhetorical 
universe into language that students at lower levels could under- 
stand may be seen as trivializing or watering down the very 
knowledge the discipline is charged with upholding. Initiating 
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greater numbers into its ranks may thus pose a threat to the status 
of a discipline. Attempts at creating well-articulated secondary 
and undergraduate curricula incorporating writing have been 
largely unsuccessful in part because they were perceived as low- 
ering standards. A discipline might improve its work by becoming 
conscious of its sociorhetorical structures, if only because it could 
more effectively train neophytes—or train more of them. But, 
unless spurred by external pressures, disciplines have not found 
it necessary to examine, much less improve, the way students are 
initiated into their respective symbolic universes. Given the lack 
of incentives operating within the differentiated and agonistic 
structure of the disciplines, writing instruction in the disciplines 
has tended to remain an informal and largely unconscious dimen- 
sion of the regular activity of each community, a transparent part 
of business as usual. 

By confining formal writing instruction to general-composition 
courses, academia was able to serve the values of equity without 
threatening the disciplines’ pursuit of excellence. Disciplines were 
free to set rhetorically based standards tacitly. At the same time 
they could deny (or leave unexamined) the rhetorical nature of 
their work and thus the responsibility to articulate or systemati- 
cally teach their discourse. In this way, the peculiar role that 
writing instruction played in American mass education reinforced 
the differentiated curricular and institutional structure. The myth 
of transience is adaptive, for it helps to mediate within the institu- 
tion the deep value conflicts between equity and excellence, but 
it does so at the expense of a genuine examination of the ways that 
writing influences higher learning—and access to the professions 
which depend on that learning. 


Beyond the Myth of Transience: 
Some Notes on Scope and Methods 


Because my subject is so broad, reaching into every discipline 
and almost every educational setting, | have omitted much and 
condensed more to produce a one-volume study of efforts to teach 
writing across the curriculum. Nevertheless, I attempt, through 
occasional case studies, to demonstrate how some specific disci- 
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plines and institutions have approached the problem of training 
their students to write. But this history does not do justice to the 
diversity of writing instruction within subdisciplines and fields or 
to the enviable variety of educational institutions America has 
built. I pass over a whole tradition in departments of journalism, 
for example, and do little more than mention the long traditions 
of advanced courses in composition and rhetoric within English 
and speech departments. As current research into the role of 
writing and writing pedagogies in individual disciplines contin- 
ues, the story of writing instruction in various disciplines will be 
told in greater depth and detail than is possible in this overview. 
And that research, both synchronic and diachronic, will allow 
historians to offer richer perspectives and make more informed 
generalizations than those I tentatively posit here. 

In the same way, the institutional perspective I bring to this 
study is also limited, but it offers an alternative to the common 
approaches to the history of writing instruction. Historians of 
rhetoric in academia have almost always taken as their subject 
freshman composition. They have examined it through the lens 
of the English department or through the lens of cultural and 
rhetorical history. My method is at once broader and narrower. 
I look at writing from the perspective of academic institutions, 
especially their disciplinary structure, rather than from the per- 
spective of a single department or of broad cultural and rhetorical 
categories. 

One focus of historians has been on the evolution of general- 
composition courses, particularly the ways that evolution has 
shaped current pedagogical practices in English departments. 
This focus is logical: the most visible efforts to teach writing and 
to reform its teaching have centered in English departments. Yet 
the writing that students do in general-composition courses forms 
only a small part (though perhaps a more important part) of the 
writing that they do in their schooling. And the pedagogical 
practices in general-composition courses may differ from or even 
conflict with the writing practices in other courses.** To under- 
stand the ways that students learn to write, one must go beyond 
the small and all-too-often marginalized component of the curric- 
ulum which treats writing explicitly and look at the broader, 
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though largely tacit traditions that students encounter in the 
whole curriculum. Thus, I discuss general-composition courses 
only in the context of writing in other disciplines, and the English 
department only in its wider institutional context (e.g., writing 
in “great books” general-education programs). 

In the end, a narrow focus on the history of composition 
courses may actually reinforce the myth of transience, since it 
may credit freshman English with a larger or more cohesive effect 
than it has ever had. In the process, we may lose the institutional 
perspective that would see composition courses as one of many 
ways students learn (or fail to learn) written discourse of many 
kinds, and the English department as only one site of conflict in 
the long struggle to reform writing instruction. Simply reforming 
freshman English (again) will not adequately address the deeper 
issues of writing acquisition: the nature of academic writing, 
its relation to disciplinary formation and perpetuation, and its 
relation to students’ access to professional communities. 

A second focus of historians has been the relationship between 
composition courses and broader cultural and _ intellectual 
forces—for example, Richard Ohmann’s radical critique of fresh- 
man composition and the values of the military-industrial com- 
plex, or Berlin’s study of freshman composition and the develop- 
ment of rhetorical theory in America.’ My approach owes much 
to this cultural analysis. These and other radical critiques of 
composition courses in academia have pointedly revealed the 
shallowness of historical analysis that ignores the social and 
political contexts of education. Writing instruction is indeed “al- 
ways related to the plurality of competing ideologies,” as Berlin 
argues in Rhetoric and Reality (5). But those ideological conflicts 
are rarely debated explicitly in academic institutions, for they are 
mediated by the compartmentalized structure of knowledge and 
of labor, by the separation of departments, disciplines, and sub- 
disciplines. The ideological and political conflicts within the En- 
glish department, or any other, are carried on within immediate 
institutional contexts, as well as within broader cultural ones. By 
looking at writing in the context of the organizational structures 
and attitudes of academia, I tell the story of writing instruction 
from an institutional perspective, in hopes that such a perspective 
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can illuminate the reasons why specific traditions have grown up 
and specific reforms have succeeded or failed within academic 
institutions. 

As | trust this history demonstrates, it has been too easy for 
Americans of all ideological camps to forget that specialization, 
like the perceived illiteracy which was one of its manifestations, 
is not a temporary aberration, to be corrected with some new 
program or philosophy; it is the fundamental organizing principle 
of modern education and, behind that, of modern knowledge 
itself. Divisions are not only inevitable but also, if we understand 
them correctly, invaluable as a means of constructing curricula 
and writing pedagogies that are responsive to the nuances and 
complexities of modern knowledge and social organization. And 
where divisions dictate exclusions (as they must), a conscious 
understanding of the way language operates to differentiate 
knowledge and labor may help us to create a more equitable 
means of apportioning educational resources and social roles, as 
well as more effective means of teaching students the specialized 
discourses that are bound up with those roles in our postmodern 
Babel. 

The many critics of education who today, as in decades past, 
complain that academia is hopelessly fragmented are in one sense 
correct. Barring some dramatic shift to a single cultural ideal (a 
frighteningly coercive prospect) we must live with these divisions 
and exclusions, communities and elites. Language (and knowl- 
edge) in a pluralistic society, like language in any but the most 
isolated culture, stubbornly resists the kind of regimentation that 
the “plain English” advocates enshrine. There will be no aca- 
demic Esperanto. But there is certainly no reason to despair. 

The present divisions are not the only possible ones (as the 
many past reforms of writing instruction illustrate). And the 
greatest obstacle to reshaping and rearranging our current divi- 
sions may well be the myth that they do not really exist or that 
they would soon disappear if only everyone would learn to write 
properly (or naturally or critically or what you will). Only when 
academia confronts its confusion of tongues and its myth of 
transience can the slow work of translation and transformation 
begin. 
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Bringing these different rhetorical and pedagogical traditions 
into the light of historical and rhetorical analysis will mean think- 
ing of writing and its instruction as part of a larger debate about 
who will learn—and do—what in the postmodern culture(s) we 
are creating. For as we approach the end of another century, it 
is sobering to remember that modern society was “revolution- 
ized” not only by positivist philosophy and industrial technology 
but also by managers, scientists, and bureaucrats wielding the 
new technologies of the word: the typewriter, the Linotype, the 
mimeograph, as well as the pedagogical and analytical tools to 
cement their position through writing. And the new postindus- 
trial society is being formed through another “revolution” in 
writing: the electronic office and factory and school. Now we 
must consider how traditions of writing instruction will shape 
(and be shaped by) the society that they create. 
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Classmates commonly looked on one another as brothers (there 
were no social fraternities); the institution was literally alma 
mater; the president was both minister and surrogate father (a 
legal as well as psychological relationship through the in loco 
parentis doctrine). With these fundamentally oral, face-to-face 
social institutions as its model, it is not surprising that the old 
college maintained a relatively untroubled discourse community. 
Students routinely rebelled, sometimes with a violence that makes 
modern student uprisings seem playful by comparison (a few 
faculty were shot, more were beaten). And America’s upwardly 
mobile mercantile class increasingly challenged the relevance of 
the college as other avenues to wealth and influence opened that 
did not require knowledge of classical languages or skill in formal 
oral discourse. But nothing seriously challenged the linguistic 
homogeneity of the college or its smug assurance that it educated 
a governing elite to take the reins of power in rural and small- 
town antebellum society. The system produced, as Edmund Wil- 
son later wrote, “a caste of trained ‘college men’ who were to 
preside over the arts and the professions.”? And the primary 
marks of caste were linguistic. The old college clung to the orator- 
ical tradition of public discourse, on the ancient classical model, 
as preparation for the pulpit, the senate, the bar.’ 

In the old college, then, discipline did not refer to an organiza- 
tional structure, a way of dividing knowledge and activity as it 
does today. Instead, it had two very different meanings, both of 
which referred to the unifying aims of the institution, not to its 
organization. The first was moral and religious discipline, the 
duty of the college to instill in its young charges a code of Chris- 
tian conduct and virtue. Faculty enforced (or failed to enforce) 
complex schemes for regulating behavior; there were points given 
and taken for “deportment,” with class rankings based on them. 
The second discipline was mental. Pedagogical methods, particu- 
larly after reforms in the 1820s, were justified on the theory of 
“mental discipline,” which the American college borrowed from 
Scottish faculty psychology and educational practice. The goal 
of education was to train, through drill and exercise, the various 
“faculties” of the mind: memory, judgment, will, and so on. 
Educators saw in the study of classical languages, with their 
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complex but codified structure, the most fitting means of disci- 
plining the mind. But, whether moral or mental, discipline in the 
old college sought unity and stability, though by mid century the 
old college found itself plagued by unpopularity and uncertainty 
of purpose in a society that increasingly defined itself through 
diversity and change. 


The Old Curriculum 


The liberal curriculum, along with its pedagogy, reinforced the 
linguistic homogeneity of the college and, by giving standard 
training to future leaders, of the social class and religious sects it 
supported. Rather than a series of elective courses, it was, first of 
all, a single required course of study, identical for all students 
regardless of abilities, interests, or career plans. The young men 
(and, in a few cases, young women) moved together through 
yearlong segments of the single four-year course, not through 
individual courses. The prescribed course emphasized the tradi- 
tional subjects: Latin, Greek, mathematics, and rhetoric. Less 
prominent was “moral philosophy,” a course that went by a 
variety of names and included an even wider variety of subject 
matter. The president usually taught this “capstone course” to 
the upper classmen, and whatever the philosophical, theological, 
political, scientific, or economic subjects he broached, his goal 
was almost always to affirm the truths of Protestant Christianity 
against its detractors. 

Ordinarily the faculty employed no specialists, in the sense that 
we use the term today, though some of the better schools had at 
one time or another chairs of political economy, natural history, 
natural philosophy, and political science—all connected to the 
teaching of moral philosophy—and Harvard had its Boylston 
professor of rhetoric and oratory. The goals and organization of 
the curriculum did not need specialists. Because almost all faculty 
were themselves trained in the same liberal curriculum, a single 
faculty member might teach several or all subjects.* 

The central curricular activity was language study in the orator- 
ical tradition of Cicero, Quintilian, and the Renaissance human- 
ists.” As Walter Ong has pointed out, this emphasis strengthened 
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linguistic homogeneity because the classical languages were far 
more fixed than were the vernacular, and while there were schol- 
arly and scientific works being written in Latin well into the 
twentieth century, the curriculum was insulated for the most part 
against the advances in specialized knowledge, which since the 
eighteenth century had spread primarily in the vernaculars (112— 
15). Moreover, knowledge of classical languages, however frag- 
mentary, marked the well educated from the hoi polloi (as the 
classical lardings of much nineteenth-century prose attest) and 
strengthened the unity of the “educated class.” 


Writing and Pedagogy in the Old Curriculum 


Within the old liberal curriculum, students learned to read and 
speak and write the classical languages through the infamous 
recitation method, the standard pedagogy for all subjects, and 
through the public oratorical performances (rhetoricals) central 
to the life of the college community—debates, orations, declama- 
tions, and so forth. Though recitation and the rhetoricals were 
almost always oral, they necessitated much writing as preparation 
for speaking. Even in the early eighteenth century, Harvard stu- 
dents had to present to the college president or tutor a “fairly 
written” copy of each declamation to be delivered.° From this 
modest beginning, formal collegewide writing requirements ex- 
panded as the role of written discourse grew with the rise of 
literacy and curricular specialization. But the process was grad- 
ual, extending into the early years of the twentieth century. 
Recitation has been widely (and in many ways justly) con- 
demned by critics of the system as rigid, mindless, demeaning, and 
downright foolish.’ Those critics were mainly former students or 
advocates of the lecture method or student-centered progressive 
approaches, which won the day at the beginning of the twentieth 
century. It is worth noting that the victorious pedagogical prac- 
tices also have had their share of critics over the last century 
(students today make the same charges against the lecture 
method). Without mounting a defense of recitation, I nevertheless 
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explore the ways the method taught language across the whole 
curriculum, so that I may place modern pedagogies in perspective. 

Let us visit a typical Yale classroom in the late 1860s as de- 
scribed by a former student, Lyman H. Bagg, himself a critic of 
recitation. 


In a Latin or Greek recitation one [pupil] may be asked to read or scan 
a short passage, another to translate it, a third to answer questions as 
to its construction, and so on; or all this and more may be required of 
the same individual. The reciter is expected simply to answer the ques- 
tions which are put to him, but not to ask any of his instructor, or 
dispute his assertions. If he has any inquiries to make, or controversy to 
carry on, it must be done informally, after the division has been dis- 
missed. Sometimes, when a wrong translation has been made or a wrong 
answer given, the instructor makes no sign, though if the failure be 
almost complete he may call upon another to go over the ground again. 
Perhaps after the lesson has been recited the instructor may translate it, 
comment upon it, point out the mistakes which may have been made, 
and so on. The “advance” [lesson] of one day is always the “review” of 
the next, and a more perfect recitation is always expected on the second 
occasion;—a remark which is not confined to the languages but applies 
equally well to all the studies of the course.” 


We in this post-Deweyan age may share Bagg’s feeling that recita- 
tion was, overall, rigid and dull. But it must also strike us that 
the nineteenth-century classroom was a performance-centered, 
interactive place by comparison with the modern lecture class- 
room. The hour was taken up with students speaking, so much 
so that faculty complained that they had too little time for their 
own pronouncements. 

Course materials and student class notes from the early and 
mid nineteenth century show how extensively writing entered 
the recitation method. Professors prepared (or borrowed from 
textbooks) lists of questions for students to answer in recitation. 
Notebooks (and commonplace books) contain students’ written 
answers, to be memorized for oral presentation in class or on 
written examinations, which came into wide use in the 1860s. 
For example, seven five-by-seven-inch notebooks belonging to 
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Harvard freshman George Wiles contain short responses to both 
handwritten and printed questions in Greek, Latin, geometry, 
physics, and history.'° 

If much of the speaking and writing in recitation classes was 
highly structured, it was at least structured to include many kinds 
of activities: oral reading, note-taking on spoken and written 
material, translation, paraphrase, historical and philosophical 
commentary. Students not only manipulated language (and lan- 
guages) they did so in progressively more sophisticated ways 
throughout their schooling, leading up to full-blown public 
speaking and debate. In the 1870s recitation would suffer wide 
attack for its sterility, routine, and lack of motivation. But in the 
hands of skillful teachers (and there were some), recitation was 
a flexible instrument for gradually developing the linguistic and, 
with it, intellectual facility that students needed to enter positions 
of authority in an oral, face-to-face culture. 

The second site of writing in the liberal curriculum was the 
rhetorical, a public oral exhibition of rhetorical skill. Bagg’s 
description of recitation leads one to wonder what inquiries or 
controversies the students carried on with the instructor after 
the division had been dismissed. Behind the rationale of mental 
discipline and the overlay of Scottish realism, recitation echoed 
the ancient progymnasmata, or standard rhetorical exercises, in 
that it was systematic training for public oratorical performances. 
Students, as Bagg implies, did indeed regularly spend time with 
their instructors outside class. They were preparing and practic- 
ing for orations, declamations, debates, essays, compositions, 
and forensics (to use the terms found frequently in catalogs), 
which they performed for the assembled college community. Dur- 
ing every term of his residence, each student performed regularly 
at daily (or weekly) exercises, and there were also formal end-of- 
term “exhibitions” or oral “examinations” to which the wider 
community was invited. Although these rhetoricals were oral, 
they were ordinarily first written out and often critiqued before- 
hand by the professor in charge of the exercises, either in confer- 
ence with the student or in written comments on the draft." 

Often these rhetoricals were held in conjunction with daily 
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chapel or on special Friday exercises when the whole faculty 
and student body assembled; elsewhere only the particular class 
(juniors, for example) assembled for routine rhetoricals. Rhetori- 
cals were a mandated part of the curriculum; and specific, often 
detailed requirements appear in the first catalogs that colleges 
printed.’ Kansas University’s announcement is typical: “Each 
member of the Freshman, Sophomore, and Junior classes appears 
at least twice each year at the morning exercises in the Hall 
{immediately after required chapel]. Freshmen and Sophomores 
with declamations, and the Juniors with original essays and ora- 
tions.” Seniors practiced their commencement orations on Fri- 
days.'* The order of rhetoricals reflects the fundamental shape 
of the classical progymnasmata. Younger students began with 
declamation: memorized, paraphrased, or summarized perfor- 
mances of familiar material (often set pieces of prose or verse 
being studied in the curriculum); older students progressed to 
“original” composition: argumentation, debate, and oratory, 
which called for more sophisticated manipulation of materials. 
Indeed, college freshmen typically took no rhetoric course but 
instead concentrated on language study—translation and memo- 
rization of important texts—to provide them with a fund of 
material for rhetoricals.”* 

Rhetoricals were often under the direction of a professor of 
rhetoric (or English, or English language, or modern language— 
titles varied extensively). But because professors of rhetoric were 
rarely specialists in English literature in the modern sense (Har- 
vard’s Francis James Child in the 1870s might perhaps lay claim 
to being the first), faculty with training in many fields, most 
commonly the ministry, taught rhetoric. Indeed, when depart- 
ments began to be recognized in colleges during the 1830s and 
1840s, rhetoric or English was variously combined with moral 
philosophy, history, logic, or metaphysics, as well as with modern 
and classical languages. Faculty moved from one “department” 
or chair to another with an ease unheard of in the modern uni- 
versity."° 

As S. Michael Halloran’s recent research of student diaries of 
the early nineteenth century suggests, the tedium, formality, and 
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authority of the recitation could give way to a more relaxed and 
collegial atmosphere when faculty coached students for these 
performances (in part because the faculty themselves sometimes 
had to perform as well). And students were often more enthusias- 
tic and serious about these performances than about the daily 
recitations, as one might imagine.'° Faculty recognized the impor- 
tance of rhetoricals in providing motivation. The University of 
Missouri catalog notes that “enthusiasm is awakened by requir- 
ing all efforts to be made before the whole body of students.”’’ 
Through critiques, rehearsals, and conferences faculty had fre- 
quent opportunities to guide students individually.'* As noted, 
faculty often critiqued the written or oral version of a composi- 
tion before it was performed, affording students the opportunity 
(and sometimes the obligation) to revise the work. At the Univer- 
sity of Missouri, for example, the 1870 catalog specifically in- 
forms prospective students that “essays and orations are exam- 
ined and carefully criticized by the professor before they are 
delivered. Declamations may be rehearsed privately before the 
professor by all who wish.” And in his resignation letter of 1869, 
a Yale professor complained of the burden of “hearing so many 
compositions” in conferences with students (italics mine). The 
rhetorical system thus forced students and faculty to attend to 
composition in very direct, immediate ways.’” 

These oral performances also served as examinations—in the 
daily classroom discipline, in the twice-yearly schoolwide exami- 
nations, and in the final oral examinations before graduation. 
(Written examinations were rare in American colleges until after 
the Civil War.) Moreover, commencement ceremonies largely 
consisted of formal declamations, orations, and debates. Students 
composed and memorized speeches on standard topics then deliv- 
ered them before the assembled students, faculty, parents, and 
dignitaries.”° 

The subjects of rhetorical exercises reflected the whole range 
of studies in the curriculum—no great feat since that range was 
quite limited. Though subjects of student rhetoricals ranged from 
classical to modern literature, morals, philosophy, grammar, and 
natural history, they were all drawn from a common public store 
of knowledge and received ideas, a shared tradition. As Robert 
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J. Connors has argued (following Albert R. Kitzhaber), composi- 
tions were overwhelmingly “unconcerned with personal expres- 
sion of personal experience.””’ “An Incident from My Summer 
Vacation” and other now-standard personal topics began ap- 
pearing only in the 1870s and became dominant in composition 
courses (though not in other courses) only in the 1880s.” In the 
liberal curriculum, heuristics involved searching through the fund 
of anecdotes, tales, wise sayings, and pithy quotations (“gems of 
literature”) stored in the student’s memory, rhetoric textbook, 
notes, and commonplace book. These became material for devel- 
oping—or merely larding—compositions on standard topics, 
usually such abstractions as “Time,” “Luxury,” “Evanescence of 
Pleasure,” “Hoping There Will Be as Great Improvements in the 
Future as There Have Been in the Past.”*’ Though compositions 
in the liberal curriculum were, as Connors says, “overwhelmingly 
impersonal” and far from the later personal-experience assign- 
ments which came to dominate composition courses, my reading 
of pedagogical materials and student writing from the old curricu- 
lum suggests that this “impersonality” is equally far from the 
scholarly impersonality that the new university came to expect 
in writing done outside composition courses: an objective, dis- 
tanced, critical handling of sources to produce an analysis or 
interpretation unique to the student—a research paper, in other 
words.** As a dominantly oral medium, the rhetoricals drew on 
common knowledge, received ideas—“commonplaces,” in the 
traditional rhetorical sense of the term. Students were not ex- 
pected to analyze sources critically, to compare them rigorously, 
to interpret them in the context of a growing body of disciplinary 
knowledge, as later scholarship would dictate. Indeed, such criti- 
cal distance is almost impossible in oral discourse, with its time- 
bound immediacy which precludes exacting, text-bound analysis. 
Expression and persuasion were the goals, confirmation of shared 
values the method—not the discovery of new truth through criti- 
cal scholarly methods. Moreover, the moral and religious climate 
discouraged “originality” in its modern sense: the overturning 
or modifying of previously accepted knowledge, values, forms. 
Originality simply meant that the student had composed his 
own synthesis from an accepted body of texts. Viewed from the 
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perspective not of composition courses in the new university but 
from the perspective of courses in the disciplines, this is the most 
significant difference between student discourse in the old college 
and the new curriculum.” 


Writing and Pedagogy in the Extracurriculum 


As in postelementary education today, students in the old curricu- 
lum devoted much of their time and energy to the extracurriculum 
and found it more satisfying overall than their classroom studies, 
to judge by their reminiscences. Writing was important in the 
extracurriculum as well as in the regular curriculum, though 
again it was ancillary to speaking. The old college had none of 
the social fraternities, intercollegiate athletics, or student profes- 
sional associations which quickly came to dominate the extracur- 
riculum of the new university in the last decades of the nineteenth 
century. Instead, the extracurriculum centered around the liter- 
ary, or “cleosophic,” societies, organized and run solely by stu- 
dents (though faculty were sometimes invited to attend and par- 
ticipate). Almost all of the societies’ activities involved speaking 
and writing about intellectual and artistic concerns, philosophi- 
cal, literary, political. The societies brought lecturers to campus, 
sponsored debates, held public readings of their own and others’ 
work, mounted theatrical productions, and generally maintained 
the intellectual life of the campus outside the classrooms. They 
kept their own libraries, stocked with general works to provide 
material for speeches on a broad range of subjects. In fact, the 
literary societies often had libraries larger than those of the col- 
leges, and the societies’ books were usually more available to 
students than the college library’s. To many students the literary 
societies represented the greatest contribution of the college to 
their education.”* And historians have long noted the societies’ 
contribution to the cultural climate of the antebellum period. 
Many of the greatest speakers of the age found an important 
forum in the societies. Indeed, literary societies invited Emerson, 
Ingersoll, and noted abolitionists to speak when colleges refused 
to allow them on campus.” 

Among the major functions of the literary societies was “as- 
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signing and critiquing compositions.””* As with class-related per- 
formances, students usually wrote the orations, debates, declama- 
tions, disputations, humorous dialogues, plays, essays, poems, 
stories, and satires which they performed and critiqued at their 
weekly or biweekly meetings. Societies typically elected a member 
to the office of official critic, to read in advance and respond to 
members’ contributions. In large societies, a meeting might have 
as many as ten or twenty declamations and compositions (with 
criticism), followed by a debate with five students on a side. 
Elaborate records were kept, with summaries of speeches and 
debates, lists of “wise sayings” to use in speeches, and the usual 
doodles and personal notes of students everywhere. Outside their 
meetings, societies competed with each other for coveted prizes 
in oratory, declamation, and debate; they organized programs of 
oratory at “exhibitions” and commencements, and even edited 
the campus newspaper or published works presented at meet- 
ings.” The college faculty and administration considered the 
societies an important part of the students’ education, particu- 
larly in developing students’ “powers of expression.”*” Colleges 
typically provided the societies with well-furnished meeting 
rooms, gave them time in the packed class schedule, and in some 
cases allowed students to substitute performances at meetings for 
required rhetoricals. The societies clearly played a central role in 
the education of students, and they did so by giving them a more 
creative and socially relevant outlet for the speaking and writing 
skills they were exercising in a less satisfying way in the curricu- 
lum. Though required rhetoricals may often have been about dull 
abstractions, the students assigned themselves topics of great 
political and social relevance in the societies.’ Students were 
energetically and voluntarily using the knowledge and rhetorical 
methods they learned in class. In sum, though the curriculum and 
extracurriculum played different roles, they both centered on the 
active use of language, spoken and written. It was, however, the 
language of a single class and a narrow intellectual community. 
And after the Civil War, the tradition-bound liberal college was 
caught in a rapidly changing nation, wedded to a fundamentally 
oral, face-to-face cultural model in an increasingly pluralistic, 
print-driven culture. 
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From Discipline to Disciplines: 
Writing and the New University 


How, then, did higher education move from regular, college- 
mandated writing and speaking on a wide range of public matters 
for all students in all undergraduate years to the modern system of 
individual-faculty responsibility for requiring writing (on specific 
disciplinary topics rather than on general public matters) with no 
universitywide writing and speaking requirement beyond fresh- 
man composition (where private experience was the primary 
focus of assignments)? How did higher education give up its 
mechanisms for guided revision, public presentation to the aca- 
demic community, and extracurricular reinforcement in favor of 
a system with no formal means of guiding revision, no formal 
cooperation among faculty, and few opportunities for public 
presentation or extracurricular reinforcement? The answers lie 
in the broad changes that swept education in the decade after the 
Civil War. The old college and its liberal curriculum seemed 
painfully inadequate to Americans. Though enrollments were 
gradually increasing, the number of college-age men was increas- 
ing at twice the rate. College was not required for entering any 
career, though advancement to the highest levels often depended 
on it—as a matter of social fact, not of legal certification. A 
chorus of voices from around the nation cried out for colleges 
and academies to become “more practical,” to give up their rigid 
classicism and elitism. In the years before the war, financiers and 
captains of industry had founded scientific and technical schools 
such as the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), or 
separate scientific schools within traditional colleges, such as 
Sheffield at Yale and Lawrence at Harvard. In 1862, Congress 
had passed the Morrill Land-Grant College Act to create “col- 
leges of the people”—with frankly practical aims. And in the 
decade following the Civil War, as the economy expanded rapidly 
in the North and West, colleges responded to the utilitarian 
chorus and began the dramatic changes that would create the 
modern university and define its role in the new rationalized, 
urban-industrial society of modern America.” 

Among the many changes, the one that affected writing instruc- 
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tion most profoundly was the rapid move toward an elective 
curriculum based on specialized departments—an innovation 
championed by Harvard President Charles W. Eliot when he 
began his long tenure in 1869. Though classical learning still had 
a large following, particularly among the old college’s traditional 
clientele, the reorganized university drew students from a far- 
wider segment of society, then taught and credentialed them to 
enter a far-wider array of professions. The overriding curricular 
principle became division, not unity; accretion, not synthesis. 

Other deep structural changes in higher education and indus- 
trial society had profound effects on writing in academia, effects 
that reinforced linguistic diversity. The university took on two 
new roles, research and service, which transformed writing in- 
struction more thoroughly than did composition courses (which 
were themselves a response to these broader changes). The univer- 
sity hired and promoted faculty to carry out specialized research 
and service to society in specific ways for practical ends. For 
most faculty, teaching became but another way of serving the 
discipline, through educating professionals to play specific roles 
in the new industrial order. The department became the organiz- 
ing unit of the institution, “the discipline” the organizing princi- 
ple of knowledge. A faculty member was primarily loyal to the 
discipline (the profession, the research, the department, the ma- 
jors) and only secondarily to the institution—as presidents 
quickly discovered when other universities began luring faculty 
away with inducements of smaller teaching loads and greater 
funding for research. 

As the modern academic disciplines gradually organized them- 
selves out of the inchoate mass of post—Civil War educational 
ferment, conventions of discourse grew up within each, marking 
off one from another. Each had its own professional meetings, 
seminars, journals, books, and all the now-familiar forums of 
scholarly discourse. So also, each developed its own terminology, 
methods, rules of evidence, standards of scholarly presentation 
and documentation. Significantly, those discipline-specific con- 
ventions and, indeed, the whole new enterprise of research and 
service, depended upon print for their growth and influence, 
subordinating the oral component almost completely. Publica- 
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tion became the vehicle for professional advancement, specializa- 
tion the mark of a scholar’s or a discipline’s growth. Even at 
professional gatherings, scholars read their “papers” verbatim, 
despite complaints and poor attendance at the sessions. Oratori- 
cal culture had become largely irrelevant to the new enterprise. 
The hallmark of higher learning was that specialization of dis- 
course which is only possible in writing and only capable of being 
widely distributed in print. In this new economy of knowledge, 
the institution, as well as its faculty, increasingly had to publish 
or perish. 

Students, too, felt the influence of specialized research and 
utilitarian service. On the whole, faculty had less time for under- 
graduate teaching as they devoted more time to their new roles 
in research and service. For many faculty, the new graduate 
programs provided the only intensive contact with students. In 
some ways, Americans built their new research universities on 
the German model, where faculty supervised apprentice research- 
ers in the discipline. But in America, those apprenticeships came 
to be reserved primarily for graduate students, who would in 
theory receive an intensive form of writing instruction—men- 
toring, to use today’s term—as they pursued research. 

Finally, the elective curriculum affected writing by restructur- 
ing the examination system. Instead of the campuswide oral and 
written examinations, graded collectively by the faculty or by 
outside examiners, the elective curriculum brought course-spe- 
cific written examinations, graded individually by each instruc- 
tor. Moreover, there was ordinarily no final examination or per- 
formance required for graduation, as there had been in the old 
college. Students had little reason to retain and synthesize their 
learning in preparation for a final performance. For their part, 
faculty had few opportunities to observe students’ verbal perfor- 
mance collectively and systematically much less to gauge its devel- 
opment over time. In a system where each instructor was entirely 
responsible for evaluating only his own students for a single term, 
faculty had little reason to discuss standards for judging their 
students’ speaking and writing. The grading system made the 
question of students’ verbal facility moot. And when, in the early 
twentieth century, “objective testing” was proposed as a more 
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efficient means of grading, many faculty found the argument 
convincing (see chapter 5). Typically, only the graduate students 
had to prepare a final performance, the German dissertation, 
replete with the most rarefied conventions of print: footnotes and 
bibliography. 

The elective curriculum quickly produced the most visible 
change in writing instruction: composition courses. In response 
to a chorus of complaint about poor student writing, Eliot began 
college-level composition courses in 1872 by appointing to the 
faculty a journalist, Adams Sherman Hill, to “familiarize the 
pupil with the principles that underlie good composition.”** For 
pedagogical reformers like Eliot and Hill, rhetoric—for centuries 
the center of the old curriculum—represented all that was bad in 
higher education: it stifled student interest through dry recitation 
and meaningless, formulaic speeches on “vague generalities,” 
while the students wrote English no better (or even worse) than 
before. Hill responded approvingly to the criticisms of student 
writing that had begun to appear in the popular press of 1870s: 
“Within a short time, people have opened their eyes to the defects 
of a system which crams without training, which spends its 
strength on the petty or the useless, and neglects that without 
which knowledge is but sounding brass and tinkling cymbal.”** 
The reformers stressed a practical and elementary knowledge of 
the written “mother tongue.” Students must learn to write “a 
simple English sentence” before opening a Latin grammar, they 
argued. Writing was viewed primarily as an elementary skill (as 
it had been in the dominantly oral university). Writing amounted 
to correct transcription of fully formed thought or speech, not 
the process of engagement with a subject or communication with 
a reader. The oral emphasis of the old college was beginning to 
fade as writing became dominant, but it left in its wake “the 
opinion that ‘reading and writing’ can or should be completely 
mastered before the main business of education begins,” as Susan 
Miller says (65). 

The reformers’ new stress on the written forms in language 
training is most visible in the entrance examination, Before 1872, 
the Harvard examination only required oral reading, from such 
authors as Shakespeare and Milton. The following year, the cata- 
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log warns: “Correct spelling, punctuation, and expression, as 
well as legible handwriting, are expected of all candidates for 
admission.” In 1873—74, a separate written exam in English was 
first required, and grammatical and mechanical correctness was 
the only criterion mentioned for its evaluation. Written correct- 
ness, not communicative competence, became the focus of com- 
position instruction.” 

Like the elective curriculum itself, writing training in the new 
university was “practical”—not tied to classical study. Hill in- 
sisted that students must write about what they know and under- 
stand before proceeding. And like the elective curriculum, moti- 
vation for writing came through the student focusing on what he 
knew well and was interested in—thus the growing use of per- 
sonal assignments in general-composition courses (students knew 
their own experiences, if nothing else) and the drive to put a 
general-composition course in the freshman year (before, not 
after, Latin and Greek).** Writing was not part of the process of 
learning a subject but rather a separate accomplishment, indepen- 
dent of content. It was one course among many, albeit an impor- 
tant one. Eliot wrote in 1879, “I may as well abruptly avow, as 
a result of my reading and observation in the matters of educa- 
tion, that I recognized but one mental acquisition as an essential 
part of the education of a lady or a gentleman—namely, an 
accurate and refined use of the mother tongue.””’ In 1900, almost 
three decades after composition instruction began, Harvard made 
Eliot’s observation curricular fact: freshman composition became 
the only required course in the college.** And that course, English 
A, had already become the model for required freshman-composi- 
tion courses around the country, just as Harvard became the 
model of the new comprehensive research university. 

Many historians of rhetoric and composition have told the 
story of English A, but they have told it from the point of view 
of the English department. They have, therefore, emphasized the 
course’s importance for modern traditions of general-composi- 
tion instruction and the marginalization of composition in rela- 
tion to instruction in literature.” But here I examine the rise of 
composition instruction in the context of the writing that students 
did within the whole curriculum. From the perspective of future 
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developments in English departments, Harvard’s freshman re- 
quirement was, as historians have viewed it, the great watershed 
that marked the beginning of the modern era in writing instruc- 
tion.”” But the curricular records at Harvard and elsewhere sug- 
gest that the transition from the oratorical tradition to the modern 
practice of a single freshman requirement was actually a long and 
complex negotiation among departments, students, administra- 
tors, and alumni overseers, a process that from its outset envi- 
sioned freshman composition, English A, as part of a comprehen- 
sive and, in some ways, interdisciplinary writing program. 
Historians have sometimes briefly noted that there were other 
writing requirements at Harvard (and elsewhere) from the 1870s 
to the 1910s, but these requirements (and their relation to fresh- 
man composition) have never been systematically discussed in 
relation to the wider curriculum.” 

In fact, the reformers originally saw the freshman course as 
merely the beginning of a four-year program for developing stu- 
dents’ writing, a program that retained the essential shape of the 
traditional rhetorical training. As Hill wrote in 1878, “Gradually 
[the student] should be led from the skillful use of materials 
provided by others to the discovery and arrangement of materials 
for himself, from the practice of clothing another’s thoughts in 
his own language to the presentation of his own thoughts or 
fancies in appropriate language” (237). To accomplish this goal, 
Harvard and many other universities tried for three decades to 
adapt the old practice of required rhetoricals to the demands of 
the new university, with its elective curriculum and departmental- 
ized written knowledge. 


The Forensic System 


Harvard, like the great majority of colleges, recognized the need 
for writing by all students in all four years; and after the elective 
curriculum was instituted in 1869, the college began modifying 
the old oral rhetoricals into the forensic system—various col- 
legewide writing requirements from entrance to graduation, 
which endured in the curriculum until 1900 at Harvard and 
elsewhere into the 1920s. As its name implies, the forensic system 
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continued the old tradition of debate in the final years of the 
curriculum, but it was a written adaptation of oral debate. During 
the 1870s, students attended lectures and recitation on rhetoric 
in the last three years (freshmen took elocution), but the catalog 
also specifically prescribed “themes once every four weeks” for 
sophomores, “once every three weeks” for juniors, and “four 
forensics” for seniors. Sophomore and junior themes were analo- 
gous to the old oral declamations; senior forensics were ordinarily 
argumentative essays on some controversial topic, corresponding 
to the old oral debates. At least in their inception, the require- 
ments were thus a kind of written continuation of the ancient 
tradition of rhetoricals.* 

But the transition from oral to written requirements was not 
easy to make, for the new university was no longer a single 
discourse community with a single curriculum. Even in the early 
1870s, the struggle to find a place for writing in an increasingly 
elective and departmentalized curriculum was already in evi- 
dence. Shortly after Eliot became president, students were no 
longer required to read their compositions aloud. In 1872 senior 
“honors” candidates were allowed to “substitute for these Foren- 
sics an equal number of Theses in their special departments, 
provided such substitution is permitted by the professors in those 
departments.”** This provision reflects the growing tendency of 
departmental faculty to assign extended writing in elective 
courses— “course theses,” as they were called, or what came to 
be called “term papers” in the early twentieth century (see chapter 
3). For example, during his last three undergraduate years (1868— 
70), Frederick H. Viaux wrote 88-page and 63-page theses for 
history courses, a 30-page thesis for an English literature course, 
as well as his twenty required themes and forensics.“ 

When Hill became chair of a reorganized English department 
in 1876, he began the forensic system. Hill hoped to create a 
system that would lead the student systematically and gradually 
from less complicated to more complicated kinds of writing, 
“care being taken,” Hill wrote, “to provide, at each stage in his 
education, subjects suited to his powers and attractive to his 
tastes at the time.”* Beginning students would concentrate on 
description and narration, with subjects drawn mainly from per- 
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sonal experience. Later in their education, students would write 
expository and, finally, argumentative texts, with subjects drawn 
from their academic interests. 

In 1878, Harvard dropped the junior and senior rhetoric 
courses (leaving sophomore rhetoric the only composition 
course) and instead prescribed “certain written exercises only.” 
Significantly, these themes and forensics were supervised by a 
professor of philosophy (George Herbert Palmer) and a professor 
of Christian morals (Francis Greenwood Peabody); English fac- 
ulty continued to teach sophomore rhetoric. The importance of 
the requirement is indicated by the fact that students could test 
out of sophomore rhetoric but not out of themes and forensics, 
though honors students could still substitute course theses with 
approval. The system was frankly meritocratic: students were 
tracked; the best were placed in small sections “to enable the 
teacher to read each theme either with its author or aloud to a 
section of the division, and thus to make the criticism more 
searching and the revision more thorough than is possible under 
any system of notes on the margin,” as the large middle and 
lower sections had to be content with. The English department 
also began its tradition of composition electives for the best 
students: “Advanced Course in Rhetoric and Themes” and an 
elective for selected seniors, “Oral Discussion,” which would 
later become an interdisciplinary course organized around class- 
room debates, where history and philosophy faculty members 
cooperated with the elocution instructor to set topics, guide re- 
search, and critique performances. This course represents Har- 
vard’s last attempt at formal, interdisciplinary cooperation in 
oral language instruction.” 

In 1885, after almost ten years of lobbying, Hill managed to 
get sophomore rhetoric moved to the freshman year and dubbed 
it English A, clearly a significant development in the history of 
composition instruction. But that change was only part of a 
collegewide reform of composition instruction. Students had for 
some years been complaining that the topics for the required 
themes and forensics were irrelevant to their studies.”’ In 1883, 
faculty from other disciplines were again called in: LeBaron 
Briggs from Greek for sophomore themes (a future dean), and 


53 


THE TRIUMPH OF SPECIALIZATION 


Josiah Royce for junior and senior forensics (soon to be a leading 
member of a distinguished philosophy department).** Eliot com- 
missioned Royce to collect 250 topics “with the cooperation of 
instructors in nearly all departments” from which students were 
to choose and write only two forensics. At least one of the foren- 
sics was “a thesis in forensic form [that is, an argument] on a 
subject that demands a fuller and more elaborate treatment” and 
that discusses “subjects that have a direct bearing upon their 
chosen studies.” Thus, Eliot’s report goes on, “Elective work 
and forensic work will be brought into close relation with one 
another, to their mutual advantage.””” In 1885, the year English A 
became a freshman requirement, junior themes became a required 
sophomore course (English B) and juniors and seniors wrote five 
forensics (English C). 

In essence, the English B and C courses were merely the writing 
requirement, though the instructors offered twice-weekly lectures 
on writing for ten weeks, attendance optional. By 1890 the list 
of topics had become a pamphlet, Specimen Briefs, with models 
and advice to guide students in writing the five required forensics. 
Initially, students prepared one “brief,” or sentence outline, of a 
“masterpiece” of rhetoric (a last vestige of the extensive study of 
rhetorical models in the old curriculum). For each of the five 
forensics (of fifteen hundred to two thousand words), students 
prepared a brief, which was turned in two weeks before the final 
draft was due. Faculty who supervised English C kept regular 
office hours for consultations with students, and students in both 
English B and C were often required to revise their themes and 
forensics—sometimes extensively.”° 

The surviving English B themes are primarily expository. The 
forensics, however, differed from themes in that they “should be 
matters of debate,” with both sides of the issue “acceptable of 
good argumentative treatment,” thus maintaining the develop- 
ment from simpler to more complex forms that Hill had envi- 
sioned when he began the system in 1878. Forensic topics were 
drawn from the approved list of several hundred questions, ar- 
ranged by discipline: ancient languages, modern literature and 
fine arts, philosophy, political economy, history, and natural 
sciences (e.g., “Antigone Is Wholly Right,” “Members of the 
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Cabinet Ought to Be Given Seats in the House of Representa- 
tives,” “The Execution of Postumus Was Ordered by Livia, Not 
Tiberius”). 

But the distinction between forensics and “course theses” (pa- 
pers written for other courses) became increasingly difficult to 
draw and became more so as faculty in more and more disciplines 
began requiring extended writing. The forensics, the pamphlet 
warns, should “not call merely for compilation of research” and 
“should not be minutely technical.”°' Nevertheless, English C 
faculty frequently reached the limits of their expertise, especially 
in the natural sciences. For example, when senior Ralph Clinton 
Larrabee (a future medical researcher) wrote his first forensic 
on a controversy over “the algo-fungal theory of lichens,” the 
instructor’s comments betray insecurity: “Grade A—I find no 
difficulty in following your argument, which considering the tech- 
nicality of the subject is from a layman no small praise.” And 
after a criticism in the margin: “all this with the diffidence of a 
layman.” On future forensics Larrabee stuck to political topics.” 
Despite Harvard’s use of faculty from several disciplines, the 
composition program felt the effects of the “knowledge gap” 
which has become so pronounced in the modern university. The 
English C faculty could not teach, evaluate, or, in some cases, even 
understand the arguments of students from so many specialized 
disciplines, each with its own vocabulary, issues, and conven- 
tions, its own criteria for evaluating evidence and arguments. 

In the late 1890s the forensic system began to fade. Part of the 
cause lay in the tension between general college-mandated writing 
requirements and writing in specific departmental courses. En- 
glish B and C were reduced to half-courses in 1897, with only 
three forensics required (and the third one was waived if the 
student’s grade was an A or a B on the first two). More impor- 
tantly, the students could substitute “written work done in an 
elective course” or a senior honors thesis for the required themes 
and forensics, “with the consent of the instructors in English B 
and C.”°* The compartmentalized, additive structure of the mod- 
ern university, with its specialized disciplinary communities orga- 
nized by written discourse, had outgrown the forensic system it 
inherited from the oral, face-to-face community of the old college. 
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Two years later, Harvard dropped the forensic system, substi- 
tuting instead three remedial courses for students who did poorly 
in English A. This change marked the end of collegewide writing 
requirements for the students’ whole undergraduate program and 
the end of organized attempts to integrate systematically the 
content of other disciplines into the writing program.** Compre- 
hensive writing requirements for all students were gone, and the 
familiar modern pattern became firmly entrenched: freshman 
composition for all and additional remedial courses for some, 
augmented by research papers at the discretion of individual 
faculty, with no formal mechanisms for revision or for evaluation 
beyond the specific course. 

Though Harvard’s forensic system was the most visible and 
influential program of its kind, other colleges and universities 
found their own ways of adapting the old rhetoricals to the new 
curricula. In addition to required rhetoric and, later, composition 
courses, almost all colleges and universities in the last half of the 
nineteenth century had additional composition requirements for 
all students throughout the undergraduate years, but these re- 
quirements declined steadily as writing supplanted oral perfor- 
mance and as specialization increased. John Michael Wozniack’s 
survey of catalogs at thirty-seven eastern colleges shows that 
these colleges required “compositions, themes, essays” for a mean 
total of 6.7 semesters (out of eight total possible) during the 
period from 1850 to 1859. Moreover, fifteen of the thirty-seven 
colleges required compositions all eight semesters. Over the next 
three decades, that figure steadily declined, to 3.7 semesters in 
1890-99, with only two, Dickinson College and Rutgers Univer- 
sity, requiring writing all eight semesters. During the last decade 
of the nineteenth century, Wozniack concludes, “the time-hon- 
ored requirement of extra compositions, themes, and essays was 
still the most extensive way in which composition was taught” 
(122). But in the first decade of the new century, the mean require- 
ment dropped to 0.67 semesters.” 

However, the mere fact that colleges and universities required 
writing outside composition courses says little about the roles 
such writing played in the curriculum (or how and why the 
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requirements declined). There were wide differences not only 
in the amount but also in the shape and role of these writing 
requirements. Various models emerged as faculty struggled to 
find solutions to local needs, from the required writing of Latin 
verse in the liberal arts ratio studiorum of Jesuit colleges to 
required undergraduate “dissertations” in land-grant technical 
colleges. 

Small, private liberal arts colleges tended to cling to compre- 
hensive writing and speaking requirements longer than research 
universities but for varying reasons. Some retained the tradition 
of junior exhibitions and senior commencement orations. In 
1910, for example, Bucknell University had a junior and senior 
course in “movements of thought in the nineteenth century” 
(successor to the old moral philosophy course), where students 
prepared exhibitions and commencements. Others emphasized 
personal contact with faculty through writing conferences, as at 
Wesleyan University in the 1910s, where faculty in all depart- 
ments conferred with sophomores as they wrote six required 
essays.°° Catholic colleges, particularly Jesuit ones (Fordham, 
Villanova, Georgetown Universities), consciously preserved and 
defended the sequenced writing and speaking of the ratio stu- 
diorum, from sophomore oratory (speeches from Shakespeare 
served as models) and practice in writing verse in imitation of 
English and Latin poets, through scholastic debate during the last 
two years as part of the study of Aristotle and Aquinas.”” 

Rapidly expanding research universities had much greater dif- 
ficulties in retaining writing requirements. Columbia College 
made an early attempt at assigning the responsibility for writing 
to specific departments. From 1865 to 1870, the college specified 
not only monthly compositions from freshmen as part of their 
rhetoric course but also monthly compositions on historical sub- 
jects from sophomores, monthly original declamations from ju- 
niors (in English literature) and weekly philosophical essays from 
seniors in the moral philosophy course. For the sophomores, at 
least, compositions were “corrected in private interview with 
[the] student.” But by the 1880s, writing was no longer specifi- 
cally prescribed by the college in any course, though two years 
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of rhetoric were required until 1919, when general education- 
courses reduced (and later eliminated) all required composition 
courses (see chapter 6).”* 

The land-grant universities of the Midwest evolved a range of 
very different solutions to the problems of teaching writing in the 
face of rapidly rising enrollment and professional specialization. 
In 1891, Ohio State University hired a young composition expert, 
Joseph Villiers Denney, to help the only professor in the depart- 
ment of rhetoric—a failed minister—with the increasing work 
load. They taught the required yearlong rhetoric course, which 
was supplemented by another year of English literature, taught 
by the separate department of English literature. In addition, 
students “took part by turns” in weekly rhetorical exercises, 
original “speeches and essays” delivered orally—a holdover from 
the old liberal curriculum. The university president and faculty 
from various departments (geology, military science, and history, 
as well as from rhetoric) were responsible for “giving help in their 
preparation in the way of references, etc., revising them when 
handed in, and criticism of them when read or delivered.” After 
becoming chair of the rhetoric department the next year, Denney 
hired an elocutionist to help with the exercises and in 1895 
discontinued the exercises entirely, creating instead a group of 
differentiated composition courses, which taught both writing 
and, as he put it, “oral composition.””’ 

Denney introduced materials from various departments into 
the required freshman rhetoric course. During the late nineties 
he gradually added discipline-specific advanced rhetoric courses, 
taught by English instructors, for the arts, premedical, prelaw 
(“Brief-making”), and technical courses. Denney attacked such 
institutions as Princeton University that abolished rhetoric 
courses in favor of extensive reading of English classics in small 
classes. In such programs, he said, “composition work is in theory 
the business of everybody, and in reality the business of no- 
body.”*’ In an increasingly large and differentiated institution 
like Ohio State, the Princeton model was impractical. During the 
1890s enrollment increased from 493 to 1,465. And the number 
of departments offering majors quadrupled. Differentiated com- 
position courses within the English department were still a work- 
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able option, but even these faded with further institutional 
growth. When Denney retired as chair of the English department 
in 1932, enrollment was 10,488, a twentyfold increase in thirty 
years. Oral work was relegated to a new speech department, 
housed in an entirely different college in the university, and spe- 
cialized writing courses gradually faded from the English depart- 
ment’s offerings.” 

Iowa State College, another midwestern land-grant university, 
represents the most thoroughgoing attempt to give departments 
responsibility for teaching writing. From its opening in 1869, this 
agricultural and mechanical college had required all students 
(in addition to requiring the usual freshman course, “Applied 
Rhetoric”) to deliver original orations before weekly college as- 
semblies, with the best students called on to perform at com- 
mencement ceremonies. These compositions and performances 
were supervised by the professor of rhetoric as part of his regular 
duties.” 

In 1879, lowa State began requiring seniors to write a “gradu- 
ating thesis”: “neatly written upon unruled paper, of a size desig- 
nated by the faculty; after acceptance and formal reading, it shall 
become the property of the college, and shall be deposited in the 
Library. ... Each thesis shall be supervised by the Professor 
giving instruction in the branch of learning upon which it treats, 
and such Professor will be responsible to the Faculty for its 
supervision and correction.” Yet the oral presentation contin- 
ued; all theses were “read before an open session of the Trustees 
and Faculty,” the ten best on commencement day. But signifi- 
cantly, the focus had begun to shift to the written version: a 
physical product, on paper of a certain size, to be bound and 
preserved. Equally important, faculty in the disciplines now had 
charge of the writing. The catalog goes on to require that the ten 
commencement-day theses be chosen by the departments, “each 
special Faculty selecting its quota.”® Now each disciplinary com- 
munity, not the whole community, set the standards for writing. 

That same year, the college also required juniors and seniors 
to write four “dissertations” (brief research papers) “upon topics 
embraced in the studies they are pursuing, and approved by 
the professors and Faculties having charge of such studies. The 
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professor shall have entire supervision of the dissertation so writ- 
ten, being sole judge of its fitness for reading and shall report 
its completion to the President.”® The individual professor, as 
disciplinary specialist, was sole mentor and judge, answerable 
only to the departmental faculty in these matters. 

For a decade the best of these dissertations were both read at 
student-faculty assemblies and neatly bound for the library along 
with the graduation theses, combining oral performance with 
respect for the written product. But in the late 1880s, the require- 
ments shifted further away from oral performance and toward 
text-based, discipline-specific scholarship under the direction of 
an individual professor. The dissertation requirement was re- 
duced from four to two in 1887, and more stringent guidelines 
were laid down, perhaps to decrease abuses. The length was 
specified, and the student was required to read it to the professor 
only, not to a public gathering, “at least four weeks before the 
end of the term,” so that the student would have time to make 
changes and prepare “a neat, final, ink copy” for binding.©” 

A year later, the dissertation requirement was quietly dropped, 
and English literature was required of all juniors. There is some 
evidence from course descriptions that faculty required re- 
searched writing in individual courses, but it was never again 
mandated by college policy. Student writing outside composition 
courses was entirely at the discretion of the individual professor.” 

Some universities never made an attempt to prescribe writing 
outside the English department. The University of Missouri gave 
the English professor responsibility for rhetoricals from the 1840s 
and simply continued that tradition by making required writing 
and speaking part of the requirements for English courses, with- 
out any involvement from other faculty beyond attending the 
weekly exercises and end-of-term exhibitions. Until the 1920s, 
the catalog systematically lists “essays” as part of the work only 
in required English courses. This was perhaps a function of the 
early division of the university into specialized professional 
schools and the active but independent role the literary societies 
played on campus. 

Some of the new universities clung to oral, community rhetori- 
cal performance long after they began offering technical and 
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professional studies. Kansas University, organized in 1866 under 
the Morrill Land-Grant College Act, retained until 1887 daily 
rhetorical exercises immediately after required morning chapel, 
with each student speaking at least twice a year. When the faculty 
dropped rhetoricals in 1887, it adopted a Harvard-style system 
of freshman rhetoric with required themes and forensics the other 
three years. But five years later, in 1892, the faculty voted to 
reinstate “the old system of ‘Chapel Rhetoricals’,” with juniors 
and seniors required to “deliver orations from the chapel plat- 
form.” However, this system lasted only two more years, when 
elective elocution courses replaced the oral rhetoricals and the 
faculty voted that “correction of expression either oral or written 
be considered part of the work in all courses; deficiencies in 
English to be reported for general consideration.” 

Like Harvard, Kansas found it difficult to negotiate writing 
requirements between English and other disciplines both because 
of increasing enrollment and increasing specialization. When the 
forensic system began in 1887, students were allowed to substi- 
tute papers written in other departments “with written permis- 
sion of the head of that department,” as long as the paper had 
been given “a stated grade for its substance.” But in 1890 the 
English department refused to accept papers on topics it had not 
approved in advance to prevent conflicts over its competence to 
evaluate technical material in highly discipline-specific fields. In 
1894 the department found it necessary to publish the “English 
Department Bulletin,” stating that bibliographies and outlines 
must be deposited with the English department to prevent plagia- 
rism, and the.organizational complexity grew immense as enroll- 
ments skyrocketed. In 1899 the “English Department Bulletin” 
began, “The English Department receives each year from 1,100 
students about 45,000 pages of manuscript aggregating nine mil- 
lion words, requiring for critical reading and correction the equiv- 
alent of four years’ labor by a single reader working four hours 
per day, which is the limit of endurance for such work.” Three 
years later the department unsuccessfully petitioned to drop fo- 
rensics, and in 1905 the faculty reluctantly agreed but substituted 


a four-hour junior rhetoric course, which was in turn dropped 
for lack of staff.”° 
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Wozniack suggests that higher education dropped collegewide 
writing requirements because of “ample provision for advanced 
elective work” in composition at most colleges, and indeed almost 
all colleges offered such electives by the 1900s (131). But while 
English electives might explain why English departments resisted 
responsibility for collegewide requirements, it begs the question 
of why the colleges themselves dropped requirements. Most stu- 
dents never took advanced elective composition courses, and even 
within English departments these represented an ever-shrinking 
percentage of courses offered.’' Thus, students were left without 
any college-mandated training beyond the freshman year. Charles 
H. Grandgent suggests that Harvard dropped the required upper- 
level themes and forensics because, “like other things outlived, 
they were made superfluous by the great amount of writing called 
for in the various courses. Indeed, there was (and perhaps is 
{1930]) cause to fear that constant scribbling may do more harm 
than good.””” Whether most students at Harvard (and elsewhere) 
actually had extensive writing practice within the various disci- 
plines is a question I turn to in the next chapter. But the funda- 
mental reasons for the decline of collegewide writing require- 
ments beyond freshman composition transcend the specific 
practices of English departments or individual courses and in- 
stead lie in the dramatic growth in the organizational complexity 
of the American university and the shifts in values as its mission 
and clientele changed. As Berlin points out (following Kitzhaber), 
enrollments increased dramatically in the period 1880-1910, as 
did the teaching load for composition teachers—and the com- 
plaints from administrators about the cost of composition in- 
struction (60—61). But these increases must be seen in their institu- 
tional context. In fact, the student to faculty ratio in American 
postsecondary education remained essentially the same from 
1880 to 1910 (ten to one).”? What had changed was the institu- 
tion’s values. The new missions of research, graduate teaching, 
and scientific and professional instruction drew resources away 
from the central task of the old college: undergraduate teaching 
in the liberal arts, including rhetoric. The elective curriculum and 
departmental organization made a specific place for composition 
courses where there had been none before but no place for col- 
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legewide writing requirements outside the course structure. As 
writing became one more subject among many, it ceased being a 
central part of all of them. Despite pious pronouncements about 
every teacher being an English teacher, responsibility gradually 
shifted from the whole faculty to the English department. But 
even the English departments’ values increasingly lay elsewhere, 
in literary teaching and scholarship, so the burden actually fell 
on the junior faculty and, more commonly, teaching assistants or 
part-timers within the department.”* 

The story of how composition instruction remained on the 
fringes of the department, without disciplinary status, has been 
well told by others.” But here I note that this shift in responsibility 
without a corresponding increase in status had a chilling effect 
on writing instruction across the curriculum. Faculty had a license 
to complain about poor student writing but an institutionally 
sanctioned excuse for not devoting time to their undergraduates’ 
writing. As early as 1879, Hill complained that the new university 
professor, “absorbed in his specialty, contented himself with 
requiring at recitations and examinations knowledge of the sub- 
ject-matter, however ill-digested and ill-expressed,” and thus 
could not be relied on to improve students’ writing.” By 1910, 
the focus had shifted toward enacting reforms in composition 
courses rather than improving students’ writing universitywide. 
And those reforms increasingly adopted the remedial model 
which lay behind the birth of composition courses in the 1870s. 
With each new cycle of complaint and reform, the myth of tran- 
sience became more entrenched. And in the new political struc- 
ture of the university, composition lacked disciplinary or depart- 
mental status—and thus the wherewithal to compete for 
resources to enact meaningful reforms. Faculty in the disciplines, 
competing for excellence in specialized research, could not recon- 
ceptualize writing instruction because writing was so embedded 
in the professional activities of their disciplinary communities 
that it was largely transparent. And the new English departments, 
pursuing their own specialized teaching and research agendas in 
philology and belles lettres (not composition), rarely had the 
means or the will to push successfully for collegewide writing 
requirements. 
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The Great Compromise: Writing in 
the Secondary Schools 


From the beginning of their rise after the Civil War, through the 
triumph of the comprehensive junior and senior high schools in 
the 1930s, the public secondary schools faced an even more 
difficult conflict between the competing claims of specialization 
and community, disciplinary excellence and social equity, than 
did the universities. Secondary schools looked up to the new 
universities for their disciplinary structure but down to the com- 
mon school for their democratic orientation and open admis- 
sions—unlike the old preparatory academies, which looked only 
to the college. Secondary-school faculty and administrators were 
primarily trained in normal schools or separate education depart- 
ments, which were oriented toward public schools (schools that 
other departments kept at a distance). Yet secondary schools 
were expected to prepare an increasingly large percentage of their 
students for some form of higher education.”’ On the one hand, 
students were not expected to specialize in a single discipline 
during secondary school (as they were in other industrialized 
nations); on the other hand, there was no consensus about what 
a general education should include, since students came from and 
would enter all walks of life. This need for schools to be all things 
to all students, for teachers to serve both specialized disciplines 
and broad social ends, made secondary-school writing instruction 
dauntingly complex. 

The first national attempt to tackle the problem of writing 
instruction in differentiated schools came from the Committee of 
Ten, a blue-ribbon commission (chaired by Charles W. Eliot) 
formed in 1892 to shape curriculum for the burgeoning secondary 
schools. Its proceedings illustrate the obstacles that writing in- 
struction faced as disciplines struggled to define themselves and 
stake out their curricular turf. The Committee of Ten’s English 
subcommittee, the English Conference, was divided over the role 
their newly formed discipline should play in language instruction. 
The subcommittee chair, Samuel Thurber of Boston, strenuously 
denied that high-school and college English teachers had a unique 
responsibility to teach composition, since any “respectable” 
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teacher could and should correct his students’ grammatical and 
mechanical errors.” 

While the subcommittee eventually rejected Thurber’s extreme 
position and made English primarily responsible for writing in- 
struction, it agreed that such instruction should be clearly subor- 
dinate to instruction in literature, the new discipline’s chief con- 
cern. The English Conference recommended that composition 
take up only 30 percent of the new English curriculum and that 
it be taught mainly through analysis of literature (which also 
made up another 60 percent). The conference grudgingly allowed 
rhetoric, the mainstay of language instruction in the old liberal 
curriculum, to occupy a mere S percent, grammar another 5 
percent.” Like the other disciplines, English was asserting its 
identity and value as a specialized component of the curriculum, 
not its eagerness to cooperate in language instruction. And differ- 
entiation would prevail, despite attempts by administrators and 
other disciplines to cast English in the role of “service depart- 
ment” in language instruction. Critics like Homer E. Woodbridge 
lamented, “Our modern schools, like our modern battleships, are 
made up of watertight compartments.”*’ But the power and 
efficiency of the new structure ensured its success. 

When the Committee of Ten instituted national college en- 
trance examinations in composition, based on the Harvard 
model, which required students to write only on vernacular liter- 
ary classics, the secondary curriculum was forced to adopt the 
perspective of the eastern colleges and teach composition as anal- 
ysis of literature—‘“infant criticism,” as its detractors called the 
approach.”’ But secondary-school teachers and administrators 
with a common school perspective chafed at the college domina- 
tion and eventually staged a successful rebellion in the 1910s. 
They were to some extent influenced by Deweyan progressive 
ideas: education should prepare students for democratic life by 
involving them in meaningful activities appropriate to their stage 
of development, activities “integrated” or “correlated” with stu- 
dents’ life needs. But more importantly, secondary curriculum 
was shaped by the demands of “social efficiency”—-the effort to 
administer economically a burgeoning system which included 
more and more students who would not attend college but, unlike 
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most students in other nations, who would attend secondary 
school (see chapter 5). 

The National Education Association’s (NEA) influential 
Cardinal Principles of Secondary Education (1918) forged a com- 
promise between the claims of academic discipline and the de- 
mands for greater access to secondary schools.” The schools 
would have both Deweyan integration and curricular differentia- 
tion, “education for life” but within a disciplinary structure. The 
NEA commission defined seven broad areas of curricular focus: 
health, command of fundamental processes, worthy home-mem- 
bership, vocation, citizenship, worthy use of leisure, and ethical 
character. This “general education” would provide social equity 
(and social control) in the system. But each of the traditional 
disciplines would reorganize itself to accomplish these within 
each school or track. In the next few years, the major disciplines 
produced a “reorganization report” outlining a plan for reconcil- 
ing disciplinary values with the values of a far more inclusive 
secondary-school system. For example, history, geography, and 
political science became the new field of social studies and set 
about training Americans for citizenship (though in different 
ways in different schools and tracks). Secondary English also 
redefined itself in terms of social goals rather than a literary canon 
(though in fact the canon remained intact, both in the National 
Council of Teachers of English’s [NCTE] seminal reorganization 
report of 1917 and in most secondary curricula).*° 

Significantly, that crucial compromise left writing instruction 
dangling. All of the disciplines were theoretically responsible for 
teaching this “fundamental process,” but only English did so 
systematically, and even that instruction was a relatively minor 
part of its overall task. More importantly, the compromise also 
severed the connection between academic writing—the genres of 
specialized disciplinary discourse as practiced in the university— 
and the goals of secondary education. Most American secondary 
schools, unlike their selective European counterparts, were not 
primarily in the business of preparing students for specific profes- 
sions or institutions of higher education, so the writing of those 
professions and disciplines was not considered crucial. As the 
distance between secondary school and university widened, uni- 
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versities gradually did away with essay examinations for admis- 
sion, the strongest link between the two curricula and, not coinci- 
dentally, the chief target of secondary-school reformers. 

Thus, secondary teachers, unlike elementary teachers, were 
representatives of a discipline, but they were not full members of 
it, at least from the point of view of university faculty. And few 
had written extensively as part of their disciplinary training. They 
were responsible for upholding the standards of the discipline 
but not for initiating neophytes into it. Given the ambiguous 
position of secondary teachers, it is not surprising that many saw 
writing primarily as a means of testing content mastery, not as a 
means of attaining it. Students wrote to show learning, not to 
learn. 

Moreover, secondary-school teaching methods evolved away 
from formal recitation, with students rising from their seats to 
answer formal questions, to the “socialized recitation,” a mixture 
of lecture, informal questioning, and discussion.” Socialized reci- 
tation was still rigidly teacher centered, but it was stripped of the 
curricular and extracurricular reinforcement that formal perfor- 
mance gave writing in the old preparatory academy. Fewer and 
fewer students were required to keep commonplace books or 
formal notebooks, to prepare answers to questions in writing, or 
to engage in extracurricular forensic performances, as in the old 
curriculum. 

If secondary teachers gave up many of the old pedagogical 
traditions that provided meaningful verbal interaction, often 
written, they did not adopt Deweyan progressive methods to 
provide new places for writing. In his history of twentieth-century 
American teaching practices, Larry Cuban has shown that sec- 
ondary teachers were much less likely than elementary teachers 
to adopt progressive or student-centered teaching methods, such 
as flexible arrangement of classroom space, a preponderance of 
student over teacher talk, small-group or individual (rather than 
whole-class) instruction, and student participation in curricular 
planning. As Cuban argues, secondary teachers were much less 
free to adopt student-centered methods than elementary schools 
not only because the differentiated curricular structure gave 
teachers five times as many students as elementary teachers but 


67 


THE TRIUMPH OF SPECIALIZATION 


also because “subject matter drives methodology in the class- 
room” (248). More than their elementary-school counterparts, 
secondary teachers faced external pressures from higher educa- 
tion, potential employers, and accrediting associations to teach 
content first and foremost. But it was all too often content 
stripped of its disciplinary meaning, facts divorced from the ques- 
tions and theories and activities that drove the disciplines and 
demanded extended writing. Some writing-dependent activities 
common in the old extracurriculum found their way into the new 
secondary classroom as a means of loosening the formalism of 
recitation, such as book reports and debates. But these were, as 
Cuban concludes, “scattered and isolated,” not integral parts of 
a rigidly content-centered curriculum (136). The one tradition of 
writing that secondary schools borrowed from the university, the 
term paper, was also a curricular appendage which served the 
ends of content mastery and evaluation rather than initiation into 
the discourse community of a discipline (see the next chapter). 

Had secondary schools specialized more thoroughly and artic- 
ulated their curriculum with higher education, as in Europe, 
secondary teachers might have learned and taught discipline- 
specific writing as an integral part of specific curricula, gradually 
initiating students into a disciplinary community. Or if secondary 
schools had thrown off disciplinary organization entirely, as some 
progressives wished (see chapter 8), teachers might have adopted 
progressive methods and developed traditions of integrating writ- 
ing instruction into student-centered general-education activities. 
But the great compromise between the claims of elementary and 
higher education, general education and discipline, social equity 
and disciplinary excellence, left secondary education without in- 
stitutional structures and pedagogical traditions to incorporate 
meaningful extended writing into the curriculum. 

The transformation of schooling from the old liberal curricu- 
lum to the mass-education system mirrored the vast change in 
American society from the old face-to-face rural and small-town 
culture of the nineteenth century to the print-driven urban-indus- 
trial America of the twentieth. The education system, along with 
the wider society, became conscious of writing as a subject—a 
school subject, certainly, but also a matter of educational policy 
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and, in the broadest sense, a subject of social concern. For the 
first time in America, the term writing instruction meant more 
than teaching handwriting. But despite the new interest in compo- 
sition, educators never fully grasped that their old ways of think- 
ing about written communication were no longer adequate, that 
the division of knowledge and work into disciplines and profes- 
sions had permanently shattered the centuries-old concept of 
writing as ancillary to speaking, of readers as a general audience 
to which all writers could appeal. And the organization of the 
mass-education system around discrete disciplines kept educators 
from realizing that this fundamental change had taken place. 
Writing remained transparent, and the myth of transience grew 
more firmly entrenched with each new round of complaint and 
reform. 

In sum, the differentiated organization of curriculum and in- 
struction increased the distance between faculty and student. 
Shortly after the turn of the century, students began to complain 
of alienation, detachment. In the absence of the old communal 
structures—chapel, rhetoricals, literary societies, exhibitions, 
and commencements—they found community in the new social 
rituals of undergraduate life, fraternities, athletics, and the like, 
or by identifying with a career goal and thus a department.** The 
academic community had ceased to be a community in the sense 
that those raised in the oral, face-to-face culture of rural and 
small-town America understood the term. The college had be- 
come divided, rationalized, efficient, with knowledge committed 
to specialized writing, though students had no clear means of 
mastering those written conventions. In short, it had become 
modern. 
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Some Tacit Traditions 


Dasvire many efforts to adapt the old oral rhetoricals to the 
new mass-education system, the burgeoning universities and 
comprehensive secondary schools could not maintain formal, 
institutionwide curricular and pedagogical structures to develop 
students’ writing, apart from general-composition courses. The 
desiccation of the oral tradition, the triumph of the elective curric- 
ulum, the departmentalization and secularization of the old aca- 
demic community, the sheer growth in numbers—all thwarted 
educators’ attempts to adapt the rhetorical tradition of the old 
liberal curriculum to a more differentiated, more democratic 
institution. But adaptation of the old rhetoricals was not the 
only option available. Because the overall student-faculty ratio 
remained about ten to one from 1860 to 1985, despite a 240- 
fold increase in enrollment, other options were available.’ 
America might have developed an Oxbridge-style faculty tutorial 
arrangement, a German-style privatdocent system for supervising 
individual and small-group undergraduate study with graduate 
students, or even adapted the native tradition of the literary 
societies to create a writing-rich extracurriculum. But signifi- 
cantly, the new organization of knowledge by specialized disci- 
plines gave academia responsibility for specialized research as 
well as for teaching. America imported a new ideal of research 
scholarship from Germany, along with certain pedagogical forms 
for inculcating students with that ideal. Of course, this new 
faculty responsibility took time away from undergraduate teach- 
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ing, and the time- and energy-consuming activity of writing in- 
struction was doubtless a frequent victim (the pain of paper 
grading was a common lament among faculty).* However, the 
research ideal not only competed with teaching but also molded 
student writing into its modern genres and curricular sites. Thus, 
to understand why certain forms of student writing endured and 
others faded, or why certain pedagogies included writing and 
others did not, one must look to the character of the research 
ideal and the ways it interacted with writing in the new mass- 
education system, most visibly at the graduate and undergraduate 
levels but also in the secondary curriculum which was also orga- 
nized by academic disciplines. In this chapter I examine three 
new pedagogical sites for writing that America imported from 
German higher education during the late nineteenth century— 
lecture course, seminar, and laboratory—and the three genres of 
student writing associated with them: reading notes, research 
paper, and laboratory report. 

In one sense, the ideal of research “contributed to a decline in 
supervision of undergraduates,” as Veysey has shown (138, 143— 
45). The German-inspired ethic of free scientific research looked 
with disdain on the paternalistic moral discipline of the old col- 
lege: taking attendance before class, preaching moral virtue dur- 
ing class, and policing student conduct outside class. Research- 
oriented faculty upheld the ideal of unfettered inquiry as the 
institution’s fundamental reason for being, a positive good, which 
sensible students would willingly, independently pursue (as the 
faculty had and did). Faculty chafed at the old formulaic rhetori- 
cal exercises, at reading or hearing endless themes, at correcting 
students’ grammar and punctuation. “If investigation was the 
principal aim of the university,” Veysey says, “then giving one’s 
energy to immature and frequently mediocre students could easily 
seem an irritating irrelevance” (144). The researcher’s model was 
the oral, master-apprentice relationship, best expressed in the 
new, more informal pedagogies of lecture, seminar, and labora- 
tory, not in the recitation hall with its formally structured ques- 
tions and answers or in the agonistic oral performances of the 
old college rhetoricals. Today the researcher’s neglect of under- 
graduate teaching has become an educational cliché. But in an- 
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other sense, the ideal of research began with a genuine regard for 
an ideal of inquiry that encouraged serious study, intimate con- 
tact with students, and precise, if not always elegant, writing. 
The research ideal first resisted what it saw as the intellectual 
flabbiness of the old curriculum, but as research took on greater 
importance, the ideal began to conflict with the democratic values 
of the vocationally oriented university, where undergraduates 
did not always share the researcher’s respect for specialized, 
“disciplined” inquiry and the genres that embodied that inquiry. 
Nevertheless, research-oriented faculty held to the assumption— 
the hope—that students could and should find interesting ques- 
tions about which to write, discover an appropriate methodology 
for investigating them, and report the results using the conven- 
tions of a discipline—all without the formal, often routine in- 
struction of the old curriculum. This assumption was all too 
frequently unrealistic, a vain hope, given the nature of the mass- 
education system, but the disappointment was nevertheless real. 

The ideal of research not only distanced the faculty from lower- 
level instruction but it also narrowed the focus of instruction to 
the content and issues addressed by research and thus narrowed 
the range of genres acceptable in academia. Student writing in- 
creasingly became researched writing, an imitation of the writing 
that the institution valued most: the documented or “research” 
paper and, to a lesser extent, the laboratory or experimental 
report. Early in the history of modern universities, the research 
ideal came to be bound up with a narrow view of the production 
of written knowledge, and faculty carried that perspective into 
the classroom, where it permeated writing instruction, con- 
sciously and unconsciously, throughout the curriculum. 

The academic researcher of the late nineteenth century, Veysey 
points out, “prided himself more on the discovery of truth than 
on its pursuit. His goal was certainty—not a labyrinth of tentative 
opinions or opinions true only for the people of one time and 
place” (145). His was the old Enlightenment project: the progres- 
sive accumulation of facts, painstakingly but firmly wrested from 
nature, revealing immutable, universal laws. It was also, one must 
remember, a written project, where only that knowledge which 
appeared in the acceptable written forums was valued and pre- 
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served to become another “brick in the temple of wisdom,” as a 
common metaphor had it. The research ideal derived its tacit 
understanding of the nature of written communication from John 
Locke, that preeminent Enlightenment philosopher: language is 
merely a conduit for transmitting preexisting, preformed truth. 
“The academic researcher,” Veysey goes on to say, “believed he 
was dealing with reality, not expressing transient attitudes” 
(148). Expository prose, like the science it communicated, was 
not the site of a rhetorical struggle among shifting interests for 
impermanent victories, it was objective and fixed. Those who 
shaped writing in the curriculum held an abiding faith in the 
power of written knowledge to defeat ignorance and error and 
bring permanent progress. Truth would triumph without rheto- 
ric—or in spite of it. 

This dogmatic and, by current standards, epistemologically 
naive approach to research and writing endured for decades 
without serious challenge, largely because, as Veysey says, “the 
dominant characteristic of the new American universities was 
their ability to shelter specialized departments of knowledge.” 
For the most part, researchers stayed within the bounds of estab- 
lished theory and found no reason to leave their various disciplin- 
ary universes. The ethic of objective, distanced inquiry obliged 
faculty to “maintain an air of politeness about their work which 
kept the intellectual tensions within the system under control” 
(142). With the decline of the old collegewide forums for intellec- 
tual discourse, students and faculty had no curricular mechanism 
for seeing the differences in the ways disciplines pursued and 
represented truth, or, in rhetorical terms, their different heuristics 
and conventions. Not surprisingly, discussions of student-re- 
searched writing were few and predictable; they assumed re- 
searched writing in academia was essentially uniform: an unprob- 
lematic recording of the facts in correct language. 

Moreover, the positivist ethic of research limited dialogue not 
only between academic disciplines but between disciplines and 
the wider society. Though late-nineteenth-century academics held 
opinions on politics and religion and all manner of controversial 
topics, they learned to speak publicly, ex academia, only in their 
areas of expertise, and then only in acceptable forums. In the next 
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century, this respect for specialization and appropriate occasion 
would become a tacit condition for academic freedom in modern 
society. The research ideal thus narrowed the possibilities for 
written discourse in the modern curriculum by casting suspicion 
on genres that were not “academic,” which is to say research 
oriented. Modern academics could not be content with the classi- 
cal notion that student writing was preparation for public speak- 
ing on matters of general civic import. Nor did they ever take 
to heart the Deweyan progressive notion that students should 
sometimes write in nonacademic genres, for nonacademic audi- 
ences, as a necessary part of their developing understanding of 
disciplinary activities and discourses. In short, student writing 
was conceived in the image of faculty writing. 

The “undisciplined” gropings of student prose were of course 
far from the research ideal held up by the disciplines. As faculty 
never tired of pointing out, student papers were replete with 
ignorance and error of all sorts, which could seemingly never be 
entirely eradicated. Because faculty tended to regard poor writing 
as evidence of poor thinking, not as evidence of a student’s 
incomplete assimilation into a disciplinary community, faculty 
sensed that the discipline’s “store of knowledge,” acquired at 
great sacrifice, was “tarnished” by poor writing. The metaphors 
are revealing; knowledge is conceived of in physical terms, as a 
precious commodity discovered and protected from corruption, 
not as a changing and socially negotiated understanding. 
“Scouring” student writing for “mistakes of fact and expression” 
became the goal, and writing instruction “professional scullery.”’ 
And because academics focused on the “discovery” of truth 
rather than on the social process involved in its pursuit—the 
final, fixed product rather than the activity and method of the 
discipline—student writing remained for many faculty uninterest- 
ing at best, and at worst, disgraceful. What counted was new 
knowledge, new truth; and when students could not “produce” 
(or appropriately reproduce) “original contributions” in their 
writing, faculty either had to find other (and from their perspec- 
tive much less valuable) purposes for writing or give up asking 
students to write. The resulting discontentment fed the tradition 
of complaint that I noted in chapter 1 and contributed to the 
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marginalization of writing instruction. Lured by the myth of 
transience, faculty vainly searched outside their own classrooms 
and disciplines for a single solution to a problem that was in fact 
as complex as modern education itself. In the positivist temple of 
wisdom, there was little room for student writing—and almost 
none for rhetoric. 


From Recitation to Lecture: Learning from Notes 


The German import that had perhaps the greatest impact on 
pedagogy was the lecture. Before the Civil War, lecture was the 
usual classroom method only in the few scientific courses offered. 
In the decades following the war, European-educated Americans 
brought back not only the German research ideal but also the 
German pedagogical model—large lectures for most college in- 
struction, with laboratory work and seminars for the few ad- 
vanced students—and adapted it to the demands of a rapidly 
growing and diversifying institution. As enrollments and research 
boomed in the 1880s and 1890s, lecture eventually replaced 
recitation as the standard undergraduate classroom method in 
almost all areas.* Eliot and other reformers argued that lecture, 
unlike recitation, could reflect and communicate disciplinary val- 
ues, the “mental toughness” and “intellectual freedom” they 
prized.” Reformers wanted to replace what they considered rou- 
tine, uncritical memorization or paraphrase from one or two 
“dry compilations” with a classroom where students listened to 
lectures based on the professor’s critical reading of many sources, 
including primary ones. “While the power of accurate re-state- 
ment of a thing learned is valuable to the student,” wrote a 
Harvard history professor, “the common sense of most [educa- 
tors] has concluded that the time spent by an educated man in 
listening to such repetition is an actual loss to science, and that 
the brighter students of a class can employ themselves very much 
more profitably than in hearing the mistakes of their duller 
mates.”° “Branches of study” were to be pursued “by topics 
rather than by chapter and verse,” the mind conceived of “not 
as a storehouse for certain facts and theories but as a workroom, 
well equipped with tools,” according to the 1878 Kansas Univer- 
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sity catalog. Faculty who were trained in the new critical methods 
of research, with a newfound professional identity in a discipline, 
could no longer bear to “merely hear recitations, keeping the 
finger on the place in the text-book, and only asking the questions 
conveniently printed for them in the margin or the back of the 
book.”’ They needed to inspire the research ideal. 

Moreover, as printed materials (other than textbooks) became 
more available and as libraries became more accessible to stu- 
dents (and faculty), memorization came to be seen as unnecessary. 
Class time formerly spent on recitation was freed for lectures, 
which could do more than merely recount facts available in a 
single textbook.® Faculty sent the students to several parallel or 
collateral readings on the topics of lectures, readings that required 
of students a new level of synthesis and critical analysis to yield 
their fruits. The lecture would be “a skeleton ready to be clothed 
from [the students’] own reading.”” According to advocates of 
this new “scientific” approach to pedagogy, “what the laboratory 
is to the physical sciences, the library must be to the moral 
sciences.”’° When Henry Adams was hired to teach history at 
Harvard, he fought to have study tables put in the library so 
that he could begin to do “real teaching.”'' The performance- 
centered, interactive classroom of the old college, where students 
constantly used language, rapidly gave way to a classroom peda- 
gogy based on solo performance, which required students to be 
passive auditors—a role they willingly accepted. And reading 
became not an active preparation for public, community perfor- 
mance in recitation or rhetoricals but a passive, private activity. 

Advocates of the lecture method, however, did not ignore 
student discourse; they merely substituted private sites and writ- 
ten genres for the old public oral ones. The most common was the 
notebook. Instead of a commonplace book or notes for preparing 
recitations, students were expected to keep a notebook of lectures 
and, significantly, of notes on “parallel reading.” The notebook 
would, in theory, lead the students to make connections between 
readings and lectures, “to oblige the student to think, to see the 
relation of one part of [the subject] to another,” as a Harvard 
history professor put it.” Beginning in the 1880s, faculty some- 
times provided students with suggestions for note-taking, syllabi 
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and outlines of lectures and readings, and questions or sugges- 
tions to guide note-taking, “arranged so as to call for a little 
original thinking.” Brief written answers to questions were some- 
times used in class to illustrate points or to spur discussion, a 
practice resembling the “microthemes” of today’s WAC move- 
ment.” To “keep students to their own work,” there were quizzes 
and of course final essay examinations.'* Sometimes instructors 
collected and graded notebooks, but ordinarily the students had 
the same freedom in note-taking as the researcher." 

Notebooks from the late nineteenth century show that for some 
students the lecture—parallel-reading notebook encouraged the 
“independent judgement” that was so dear to the research ideal.'® 
In contrast to the copied or paraphrased answers to textbook- 
recitation questions common in notebooks from the 1850s and 
1860s, notebooks from the late 1870s and beyond sometimes 
contain extensive outlines of the lectures and detailed summaries 
or outlines of the collateral readings, often arranged in parallel 
columns to show the relationship between the lecture and the 
reading. Careful students made extensive notebooks—in some 
cases a hundred or more longhand pages for a single course."’ 

However, after the initial enthusiasm settled into routine, fac- 
ulty found that the lecture—parallel-reading method encouraged 
no fewer abuses than had the old recitation system. Many stu- 
dents did not keep careful notebooks or use them profitably. 
Because performance was measured primarily by final essay ex- 
aminations, enterprising students produced and sold what Har- 
vard faculty called “unauthorized professional tutors’ outlines”: 
concise responses to questions or topics contained in the syllabi 
or old examinations of large lecture courses. A year after Henry 
Adams printed a syllabus for his history course, two students 
anonymously printed a twelve-page booklet, “An Attempt To 
Answer the Syllabus in History II,” which contained an examina- 
tion-length response to each syllabus topic, complete with refer- 
ences to lectures and parallel readings. “The compilers believe 
the above answers to be tolerably full and entirely accurate,” the 
booklet concluded, and “when lack of space has forbidden as full 
an answer as might be desired, the rest would be suggested to the 
reader somewhat familiar with the ground.” ® 


THE TRIUMPH OF SPECIALIZATION 


Just after the turn of the century, the Harvard faculty took 
steps to curb these abuses. Unauthorized notes were suppressed, 
and A. Lawrence Lowell, then head of the freshman history 
program, led an effort to “stiffen up” notoriously easy lecture 
courses and to prevent students from taking only elementary 
courses (55 percent of the 1898 graduating class had taken no 
advanced courses).'? When Lowell became president in 1909, he 
modified Eliot’s elective system, strengthened the honors pro- 
gram, and instituted comprehensive examinations in some de- 
partments (with a tutorial system to help students prepare for 
them). But despite these steps to encourage intellectual rigor, the 
“gentleman’s C” remained a Harvard tradition, and the lecture 
model could not prevent passive learning for students not fired 
with the research ideal. 


From Rhetorical to Research Paper 


One genre has defined extended student writing in mass second- 
ary and higher education: the documented essay (or research 
paper or term paper). Significantly, the genre sprang from the 
new research ideal and has been maintained by it, even in contexts 
largely devoid of faculty research, such as in secondary schools. 
Although students sometimes have written in other genres as part 
of their class work (diaries, poems, speeches, stories, interviews, 
editorials, case studies, advertisements, brochures, etc.), this 
genre has come to be ubiquitous, relatively uniform, and almost 
synonymous with extended school writing. 

The term paper has been much criticized by teachers and re- 
formers of every stripe (and of course by students), yet it endures 
as the primary site of extended writing. However, the term paper 
has rarely been studied and even more rarely studied as a genre 
worthy of historical analysis. In treating it generically, as a typi- 
fied rhetorical action based in a recurring situation, I view it in 
its social and institutional context and trace some of the roles it 
played in the activity of mass education. 

The term paper is a species of ephemera: widely assigned and 
written but rarely preserved. Though the genre is an academic 
fact of life in America, with its own lore and traditions, its own 
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extensive how-to literature dating from the 1910s, little is known 
about it. The only comprehensive bibliography of articles on 
research-paper instruction lists but 210 articles published in 
eighty years—only forty-one if one excludes articles on plagia- 
rism, library use, and suggestions for specific assignments. As 
the bibliography’s compilers point out, there are no experts on 
student research papers, even among composition teachers, who 
have for at least seven decades taught “the research paper” as a 
“service” to other departments.”” Constructing a picture of the 
genre is therefore difficult. Fortunately, many course materials, 
examples of student writing, and comments by faculty and stu- 
dents indicate at least the outlines of its development. 

How did the tradition of requiring an extended documented 
essay begin in the American university? The research paper, like 
the American university itself, is a grafting of certain German 
traditions onto what was originally a British system of college 
education. In the British-inspired liberal curriculum of the eigh- 
teenth- and early-nineteenth-century college, the thesis was an 
agonistic oral performance before the college community, as it 
had been since the middle ages (and still is, in vestigial form, in 
the graduate-school tradition of oral thesis defense). In fact, thesis 
was the penultimate exercise in the ancient progymnasmata, de- 
signed to prepare students for courtroom debate.” 

But beginning in the late 1860s and 1870s, young American 
academics who had studied in Germany imported a text-depen- 
dent approach to scholarship and, with it, the scholarly thesis or 
dissertation (the terms were used synonymously, as they are in 
some contexts today).” It was of course not a speech for a forensic 
occasion but rather a comprehensive display of learning on a 
narrow topic, replete with extensive textual conventions, such as 
footnotes and bibliography. German scholarship rapidly set a 
new standard for academic writing, not only in the sciences 
but also in the emerging humanities and social sciences, where 
rigorous “scientific” philology and historical criticism on the 
German model gained academic respectability as the genteel “life 
and works” and “great man” traditions of the literary and histori- 
cal amateur faded.” And it is worth recalling that in the new 
German-inspired university a faculty member no longer taught 
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several subjects, only his specialty, and students took elective 
courses rather than a common course of study. 

The new text-based scholarship, along with the new differenti- 
ated academic structure, changed the nature of the academic 
game. Oral performance for a local academic community de- 
manded only a display of learning, but the new text-based stan- 
dards demanded an original contribution to a disciplinary com- 
munity in written form: a research paper. The American scholarly 
journals, which developed in the late nineteenth century as a 
major forum for faculty discourse, contain a great deal more 
transcription of oral discourse (discussions, speeches, lectures) 
than do contemporary journals. But disciplines quickly evolved 
the text-based apparatus of modern scholarship: discipline-spe- 
cific conventions of argument, style, documentation, and format. 
The “German footnote” became a mark of distinction among the 
rising class of research scholars and an object of ridicule to the 
old academic generalists. 

This shift posed a problem: if the primary forums for the 
faculty’s scholarly discourse lay outside the local academic com- 
munity, where should the forum for students’ scholarly discourse 
lie? The old oral forums, the rhetoricals and the literary societies, 
were increasingly irrelevant to the production and communica- 
tion of specialized knowledge, handled primarily in writing. With 
the passing of the old liberal curriculum, the medium for student 
academic discourse became, like the faculty’s, increasingly writ- 
ten, and its sites progressively moved away from the local aca- 
demic community and into the individual classroom, the domain 
of specialized disciplinary knowledge in the elective curriculum. 
The old face-to-face audience of peers and professors from the 
college community was replaced by an audience of the individual 
professor representing a disciplinary community. The model of 
extended student discourse shifted from student-as-public-per- 
former to student-as-disciple or apprentice, conducting individ- 
ual research under the guidance of a professor and producing 
critical, “original” interpretations of documents and data using 
the methods, conventions, and assumptions of a specialized disci- 
pline—not the “common knowledge” of a particular social 
class,” 
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In the late 1860s, a few faculty members began requiring stu- 
dents to write extended “course theses,” which increasingly bore 
the marks of modern, text-based scholarship. Those I have exam- 
ined range from seventeen to ninety handwritten pages—much 
longer than the required themes and forensics and too long to be 
easily read aloud to a group. They often contain such scholarly 
apparatus as a table of contents at the beginning and a brief 
bibliography at the end. More importantly, they address ques- 
tions of interest to a discipline rather than to the general public, 
though they rarely involve a critical reading of sources or original 
arguments.” 

In 1870, when Harvard introduced the elective curriculum, the 
catalog first announced that “in all departments special investiga- 
tions may be exacted,” indicating that individual faculty could 
require written work beyond the required themes and forensics.”° 
By the late 1870s, original student investigation and written 
critical analysis of documents had begun to be accepted, though 
its functions and forms were by no means settled. Henry Adams 
required written debates from his advanced students, complete 
with citations; William James required students in Harvard’s first 
psychology course to make a list of inconsistencies and errors in 
the required readings and comment on them. The Harvard Board 
of Overseers approved of students examining “for themselves the 
methods of investigation and the fundamental assumptions which 
prevail in the ‘scientific’ school of philosophy” as “immanently 
liberal and inspiring.” Significantly, the overseers used the term 
liberal in a characteristically modern way: broad-minded, free of 
intellectual prejudices; not in the old sense of the artes liberales: 
free of the need to work for a living. And James’ critical analysis 
and intellectual skepticism was “inspiring” in a modern secular 
way, not in the old religious way. It was now permissible, even 
desirable, for student writing to question received truths criti- 
cally, in the manner of the scientist and philosopher, not merely 
to communicate received truths persuasively, in the manner of 
the orator.” 

Land-grant colleges also began to recognize and encourage 
student research and extended writing in specific courses and 
departments. In 1879, Iowa State began requiring seniors to 
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write a “graduating thesis.” These theses (and the shorter course 
“dissertations” which were also required for a time) were pain- 
stakingly handwritten on twelve-by-eighteen-inch folio sheets. 
They are generally short enough to be read in a few minutes, 
between one thousand and three thousand words, and bear the 
unmistakable marks of student prose: self-consciously formal 
style, specious generalities, and impossibly broad topics (“Social- 
ism,” “Engineering, Its Relation to Civilization”). The earliest 
theses and dissertations rarely contain the kind of scholarly appa- 
ratus beginning to appear in professional journals, but during the 
1880s they increasingly reveal the marks of text-based scholar- 
ship. In those from the sciences, occasional parenthetical citations 
appear, and often there are plates and drawings, carefully labeled. 
At times it is clear that a student has absorbed important conven- 
tions of argument and format from the journal literature of the 
discipline. An 1881 dissertation, “On a Species of Plant Louse 
Infecting the Scotch Pine,” defines a problem and reviews the 
literature: “(The species] appears to have received little notice 
from entomologists, whether from seeming of little importance 
to them, or from simple oversight, I am unable to state.” There 
is “a table or brief abstract from my notes for two-years” to 
“plainly show” the original conclusions valid; there are headings 
for various sections and a conclusion suggesting areas for further 
research. Sometimes students display clear development from a 
course thesis to a graduation thesis, as with the student who 
moved from a flabby summary, “The Uses of Credit,” to a more 
focused survey, “Banking in the U.S.”” 

Throughout the 1890s Iowa State strengthened its thesis regu- 
lations, requiring faculty to “criticize and approve” the work 
“during its progress” and students to “make frequent reports of 
progress.”*° In 1898 the catalog first requires the thesis to be “the 
result of the student’s personal study or investigation and be 
throughout original in matter and treatment as far as the nature 
of the subject will permit” (12). By the turn of the century, 
graduation theses were replete with footnotes, bibliographies, 
blueprints, diagrams, plates, and photographs. Without the oral- 
reading requirement, theses gradually increased in length during 
the 1890s, and in 1906 they were first bound individually.”’ 
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Eventually departments dropped the undergraduate theses (engi- 
neering was the last to do so, in 1943). And student writing 
outside of composition courses was entirely at the discretion of 
the individual professor. 

The thesis as a requirement for individual courses came into 
its own in the late 1880s and 1890s nationwide with the growth 
of the research ideal in the new universities and the spread of the 
“seminary” (seminar) or “practice course.” The seminar was 
imported from Germany, where it began in the 1830s as a small, 
informal group of advanced students gathered around a magnetic 
senior professor, primarily in history and economics. There it 
“led a somewhat spasmodic existence,” Veysey says, and “did 
not become a routine part of the curriculum” (154-55). But the 
young, research-oriented American academics who brought the 
method back made it a central part of their pedagogical reforms. 
The professor assigned topics to the seminar students, each of 
whom presented “a written dissertation” to the class, and “criti- 
cized the work of every other.”*” The oral element was clearly 
subordinate to the written, and the goal was clearly apprentice- 
ship in specific scholarly methods of a narrow discipline, not 
rhetorical display for a general audience. At Columbia in 1882, 
for example, one department began an “Academy of the Historic, 
Jural, and Political Sciences” where each student in the depart- 
ment was expected to read “one original work each year” to the 
assembled students, faculty, and alumni at weekly meetings, in a 
kind of moot professional meeting where students were “not 
simply pupils but coworkers.” The author of the best paper won 
a lectureship in the department.” 

Faculty prided themselves on sending students to the “original 
sources” and getting from them “original scholarship,” both in 
the eastern universities and in the new land-grant universities of 
the Midwest and West. Historian Ephraim Emerton, who began 
the first practice course (a regularly taught seminar) at Harvard 
in 1882, proclaimed the student “no longer a receiver of other 
men’s thought; he becomes an investigator, a discoverer, a cre- 
ator.” And at Kansas, James H. Canfield in 1878 called the 
classroom “literally a mutual aid society,” where students are 
“permitted and expected to be a critic of each fellow student,” 
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stimulating “careful thought and expression.” Emerton re- 
garded the seminar as the pedagogical equivalent of the scientist’s 
laboratory for the “social, moral and linguistic sciences.”** He 
pronounced the motto of the seminar—and of the whole research 
ideal—*The way to that which is general is through that which 
is special” (133). And by the end of the decade, Harvard and 
many other universities offered seminars in almost every field, 
thus effectively stopping the flow of Americans to Germany for 
advanced study.”” 

The new pedagogy immediately spread to lower-level lecture 
courses, even to secondary schools, and with it went the ideal of 
original student writing from original sources. A German-trained 
historian, Charles Gross, was the first Harvard history professor 
to require “a stiff thesis” in regular undergraduate courses (and, 
perhaps not coincidentally, the first member of the department 
without a Harvard degree).** His practice encouraged other fac- 
ulty to begin using the method of “topics and references” for 
assigning writing. In larger classes faculty sometimes printed lists 
of topics, each with references, and appended detailed instruc- 
tions on the use of sources, notes, tables, and bibliography. Ad- 
ministrative arrangements varied widely. Students in some under- 
graduate Harvard history courses were excused from a third of 
the lectures and the midyear examination in exchange for “one 
considerable thesis, due in April.” Other faculty gave over one 
lecture period per week to “discussion and criticism” of course 
theses, which were then revised.”’ By the early 1890s the practice 
of assigning course theses in the social sciences had become so 
widespread that publishers began to offer collections of primary 
materials for use by students in research writing.“° 

Topics ranged from William James’ intriguingly short assign- 
ments (“Make idealism as plausible as you can in two or three 
pages”) to extended treatises of more than two hundred longhand 
pages. Apparatus and documentation also show wide variation. 
From the 1860s through the 1880s, citations are often handwrit- 
ten in the margin, even when the text is typewritten, and styles 
are irregular.*' After the turn of the century, formats and styles 
settled into the familiar footnotes and endnotes. Faculty encour- 
aged students to write “as if for publication” (in a scholarly 
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journal, of course) and some faculty gained reputations for fastid- 
iousness in matters of format.” 

The rationales for extended student writing were as varied as 
the writings were themselves. But in the early years of the research 
paper, at least, faculty often saw writing as a means of improving 
learning and of introducing students to the activity of the disci- 
pline, as well as a means of improving writing. Emerton com- 
plained that American students, unlike their European counter- 
parts, have “a deep-seated dread of putting pen to paper.” 
“Writing appears as a kind of extra work; it suggests composi- 
tions, with all their train of absurdities.” Writing should not be 
“a thing apart from ordinary studies” but instead “the most 
useful instrument in pursuing those studies.” He even suggested 
abolishing composition courses and giving the time to “the use 
of English in the pursuit of other studies.”*? Emerton’s colleague 
Albert Bushnell Hart concluded that “the best writer has also the 
best general knowledge of the course.”** 

Hart and others sometimes suggested that writing improves 
learning, but they never developed the notion in any coherent 
way. The most common rationale for requiring course theses was 
that they allow the student to “make some small corner of the field 
his own.”*° Though the Harvard history department’s manual of 
thesis writing mentioned “developing powers of analysis and 
statement,” the primary goal was research: “The purpose of the 
system (of required course theses] is to train students in finding 
things out for themselves. It will introduce them to the most 
valuable authorities; it will make them familiar with the sources 
of information on American history . . . and interest them in the 
unsettled questions of our history.”*° Writing a course thesis 
was thus very different from delivering a rhetorical. The thesis 
primarily developed specific knowledge and research methods, 
not general powers of expression; its pedagogical value lay in its 
relation to the discipline, not to general culture or public dis- 
course. Perhaps because disciplines viewed student writing 
through the narrow lens of their own research writing, they rarely 
explored other possibilities for using writing in teaching. Student 
writing meant the scholar’s tools: notebook and extended re- 
search paper, in addition to the ubiquitous essay examination. 
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Although faculty generally agreed that student writing should 
be scholarly, they by no means agreed on which students should 
be assigned extended writing. An elitist tendency within the re- 
search ideal led faculty to insist that extended writing maintain 
a “voluntary character” and be reserved for the best students. 
Writing should be used to promote disciplinary excellence. If a 
discipline’s ultimate goal was to maintain and raise its standards 
of scholarship, then it was a logical step to conclude that extended 
writing should be reserved for those few students who had shown 
particular aptitude for or interest in a specialized field. “To re- 
quire theses,” Hart said, “is to expect more than the average 
student can give, in time and thought.” And there was much 
sentiment for continuing “drill and recitation” for the great ma- 
jority of students, without demanding extended writing of them; 
indeed those methods persisted in the great bulk of secondary 
schools (and many colleges) well into the twentieth century.” 

There was also, however, an egalitarian strain within the re- 
search ideal that insisted that all students should have some 
experience in individual research on an important and interesting 
topic under the tutelage of a master. Elements within the new 
research-oriented faculty clung to “romantic expectations” 
(Veysey’s term), which held out the hope that mass education 
could recapture a kind of personal discipleship in learning, despite 
the gap in knowledge and aims that increasingly separated the 
research-oriented faculty from the socially or career-oriented stu- 
dent.*® Vocal advocates of the seminar, such as Herbert B. Adams 
of Johns Hopkins University, insisted that even secondary stu- 
dents should begin historical study by writing research reports, 
on town fathers, for example, or on local institutions.*” Such 
educators held to the research ideal (and the course thesis) for 
undergraduates and even secondary students despite the objec- 
tions from colleagues (and of course students). But the tension 
between the competing values of excellence and equity left faculty 
in an ambiguous position with respect to student writing. Should 
faculty consider it a duty to assign writing to the majority of 
students or a compromise with disciplinary quality and thus a 
sheer waste of time? American educators never overcame this 
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tension; they merely developed ways of living with it, ways that 
marginalized writing instruction. 

The idealistic experiments of the modern university’s formative 
decades settled into familiar routine after the turn of the century. 
Extended writing became standard only at the advanced levels, 
for the most highly specialized students. Most courses required 
no extended writing, and those that did made writing an adjunct, 
offering little instruction. In many cases, extended writing became 
merely another form of evaluation. Indeed, it was not unusual 
for faculty to require students to hand in term papers the last 
week of class and for faculty to return them at the final examina- 
tion with no marks but a grade.” 

Just as the last vestiges of universitywide writing requirements 
died in the 1910s, the research paper began to harden into its 
familiar form. In the new university, the discourse that finally 
counted was the discourse that a discipline published. Student 
term papers became almost as ephemeral as orations had been but 
with crucial differences. They would be text-bound, individual, 
discipline-specific, “original” works. Students’ verbal perfor- 
mances in the old college had a ritual, celebratory function, as 
well as an evaluative one. In the new mass-education system, 
student discourse lost its celebratory, community-confirming role 
(though it retained the evaluative role). 

In theory, student-faculty discourse could now be more focused 
and purposeful: an individual professor and an individual student 
interacting within the confines of a specific course in a specific 
discipline. Yet with knowledge rapidly expanding, the distance 
between student and faculty discourse separated much student 
writing from the current activity of the discipline. In the 1880s a 
student could make a genuine contribution to knowledge by 
investigating a local problem—the Iowa State student’s thesis on 
the Scotch pine plant louse, for example. But the progress of 
research and disciplinary differentiation made that increasingly 
difficult. As academic specialization boomed in the 1890s and 
beyond, the intellectual gulf between student and professor only 
widened.*' Cut off from the old oral, communal tradition and 
increasingly distant from the new text-bound research of disci- 
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plinary communities, the research paper or term paper gradually 
atrophied as a genre of student writing and gained a reputation 
as a hollow formal exercise. 

Plagiarism was a nagging problem. Of course students in the 
old colleges cribbed themes and orations, but the oral, face-to- 
face environment served as a check. In the large, impersonal 
university, plagiarism thrived. Even the best students yielded to 
temptation. Samuel Eliot Morison loaned a history term paper 
(grade of A) to a friend, who “copied it in typewriter and got a 
B for it in an English Composition course.”*” Infamous “literary 
gentlemen” began selling papers to students nationwide, much 
to the chagrin of faculty and administrators. The term-paper 
industry grew up with higher education, and today there are 
several companies offering a sophisticated array of “research 
assistance.” One Chicago-based company, for example, boasts a 
catalog of over sixteen thousand papers, indexed not only by 
number of pages, footnotes, and references but also by grade 
level, from high school to graduate school. And this company, 
like others, will custom-write “research aids” for students.°* The 
industry was built on the gap between student and instructor, a 
gap created in part because faculty ordinarily did not teach or 
supervise writing, did not require papers be discussed in confer- 
ence or be revised. But the industry was also built on sheer 
demand. 

One can only guess how widely term papers were (or are) 
assigned, in what disciplines, in what types of institutions, and 
at what levels. There has never been a national survey of the term 
paper in the disciplines, but a few local surveys and records offer 
fleeting glimpses. A Harvard study of undergraduate courses from 
1899 to 1901 found that about one-fifth required a course thesis, 
but because over half the students never took advanced courses 
(where theses were most common), many undergraduates may 
never have written a term paper.”* Because the Harvard archives 
contain the undergraduate papers from a few students, it is possi- 
ble to conclude that conscientious students—those more likely to 
write (and preserve) papers—did indeed suffer from “constant 
scribbling,” which Grandgent suggested led Harvard to drop 
collegewide writing requirements. Morison wrote during his un- 
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dergraduate years (1905-10) at least fourteen papers totaling 
some four hundred pages, from three-page reports to a fifty-eight- 
page course thesis.” 

Elsewhere, a 1930 survey at Kansas State Teachers College— 
by no means a research institution—found that undergraduates 
averaged two term papers per semester (out of a four- to five- 
course course load). Ninety percent of the term papers were due 
during the last week of class; only 40 percent were returned, and 
of those returned, 66 percent had no marks other than a grade.”® 
By 1931, when the first article with term paper in the title ap- 
peared, it was already standard practice for high-school students 
to write a term paper in their junior or senior year.*’ Four decades 
later, a survey of California higher education (both two- and 
four-year colleges), found that 15 percent of all undergraduate 
courses required a documented research paper, and students aver- 
aged six to eight papers during a four-year undergraduate pro- 
gram.”* Even by conservative estimate, tens of millions of papers 
are written every year in the United States. And the decades-old 
term-paper-mill industry attests to the genre’s persistence, if not 
to its pedagogical vitality. 

As the practice of assigning research papers settled into routine, 
its pedagogical uses seem to have narrowed, moving from appren- 
ticeship to production. If a discipline was primarily a storehouse 
of accumulated knowledge (not an active, socially constituted 
discourse community), then what counted in a research paper 
was the information it contained, not the methodological pro- 
cesses that led students (or the discipline) to find and value the 
information. If writing could be treated as a single, generalizable 
skill, independent of disciplinary context, then so could methods 
of research. Given these views, it is not surprising that training 
in methods of research and term-paper writing was soon margin- 
alized. Composition courses assumed responsibility for teaching 
students research methods along with other aspects of composi- 
tion, but even within these courses the teaching of research and 
the research paper was marginalized. 

Just after the turn of the century composition textbooks gradu- 
ally began to treat student research. The influential late-nine- 
teenth-century textbooks of Adams Sherman Hill (1878, 1892) 
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and Barrett Wendell (1891) were largely silent on student re- 
search.”” Invention (the process of finding arguments and evi- 
dence) was merely assumed; it was observation or inspiration or 
mere thought, not a discipline-specific method. The few early- 
twentieth-century composition texts that reflected the classical, 
oratorical tradition, such as those by John Franklin Genung 
(1904) and Charles Sears Baldwin (1909), briefly treated note- 
taking, reference, and citation as part of lengthy discussions of 
invention, which also included advice on keeping notebooks and 
commonplace books, writing paraphrases, combining sources, 
and evaluating authorities (although there was no mention of the 
question of originality or of plagiarism). Baldwin even suggested 
using “small, uniform cards,” but he was clearly thinking of oral 
debate, not of a documented essay. In any case, composition 
textbooks based on the classical tradition of rhetoric quickly 
faded. 

Not until the 1910s did composition textbooks and hand- 
books, by then ubiquitous, begin to mention research methods, 
but research methods and term papers were not an integral part 
of the presentation. Often suggestions on research were contained 
in an appendix treating the use of the card catalog, note-taking 
in lectures, and so on.°' Less frequently research methods were 
discussed as part of a section on exposition.” But there were clear 
indications that faculty in composition courses assumed students 
would write research papers and must therefore understand 
scholarly methods. Chester Noyes Greenough and Frank Wilson 
Cheney Hersey (1919) stated baldly, “Every long composition 
upon a subject that has been much written about should contain a 
bibliography.”® And the instructions on note-taking in textbooks 
became more precise and uniform—the sample three-by-five-inch 
bibliography card made its debut in a textbook.” In the 1920s 
textbooks began treating problems of originality and plagiarism 
directly, enjoining students to copy quotations exactly, make 
separate note and bibliography cards, and so on.® By the early 
1930s the “The Research Paper” had become a chapter to itself, 
often placed parallel to chapters on letter writing or even descrip- 
tion, narration, and exposition. 

The term paper had become a genre, with its own terms, 
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traditions, and functions, but it was still a structurally separate 
part of composition textbooks and a separate unit or activity in 
composition courses. Its function was plainly extrinsic. In his 
chapter-length appendix entitled “The Research Paper,” Kendall 
Bernard Taft (1931) explained, “Since in most courses in the 
modern university students are required to write term papers or 
to do other research articles, it has become usual to give students 
in English some training in the mechanics of research.”* Such 
instruction was an add-on service to other departments, not an 
integral part of teaching writing. In none of the forty-three com- 
position textbooks I examined (1878-1945) was there a mention 
of differences among the research methods in various disciplines, 
though a few commented that learned societies had different 
citation practices. And from the 1940s there was a small but 
recurring debate among composition teachers over whether the 
research paper should be taught at all and, if so, how much 
time should be devoted to it, as if research were an independent 
technique, unrelated to other writing.” 

In the wider curriculum, as in composition courses, the genre’s 
function lay mainly outside the central activities of the disciplines. 
Discussions of the pedagogical value of the research paper cen- 
tered on “the personal satisfaction that additional information 
always provides” and “developing good habits of thinking.”” 
Students were to “increase knowledge” and “apply knowledge 
of the course.” Few considerations of discipline-specific meth- 
ods of inquiry or rhetorical conventions entered in. The term 
paper became fundamentally another means of acquiring and 
displaying factual knowledge, not a means of entering the rhetori- 
cal universe of a discipline, and the formal features of the genre 
reflected that function: the emphasis on mechanical correctness 
of form, on the length of the text, and on the number of sources.” 
The traditional place of the term paper in the curriculum reflected 
its limited pedagogical functions. It was all too often assigned 
without instruction on methodology, received little class time, 
and had no revision requirement. 

The distance between student writing and disciplinary research 
was pointed out in George Arms’ biting 1943 analysis of the 
model research papers published in composition textbooks. He 
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found that none of the model papers began with a problem that 
was not already solved. None had a communicative or rhetorical 
purpose outside the classroom. The function of the genre, Arms 
concluded, was classroom specific, a means of adding to and 
evaluating the student’s store of information; it was not an intro- 
duction to the intellectual activity of the discipline.”’ The conven- 
tions of the research paper suited these narrow classroom-specific 
functions well, and the tradition of assigning the term paper 
endured despite occasional criticism that it did not foster “inde- 
pendent thinking,” served no real value, and contributed to 
sloppy, often dishonest writing.” A 1982 survey of freshman- 
composition programs found that 86 percent still required it and 
for primarily the same reason: students must write them in their 
other courses.” It may be significant that composition courses 
gradually took on more responsibility for teaching the term paper 
as rising enrollments (and increasing emphasis on research) re- 
duced the time faculty could devote to teaching, though there is 
no evidence of a direct connection. In any case, the teaching of 
the research paper has been so marginalized that only recently, 
through the WAC movement, have faculty in the disciplines be- 
gun to rethink systematically the role of the genre (see chapter 
9). But the movement faces a daunting task in resuscitating a 
genre that was for decades largely cut off from the vital activity 
of the disciplines that created it. 


The Laboratory Report: Writing in 
the Natural Sciences 


From the birth of the new universities and the public secondary- 
school system in the 1870s, the natural sciences have had, unlike 
the social sciences and humanities, a unique genre and tradition 
of discipline-specific school writing: the laboratory notebook and 
report. In this space I can only indicate the broad outlines of the 
genre’s complex history. But even a brief sketch reveals the same 
tensions between disciplinary excellence and those of social eq- 
uity, between the demands of research and those of teaching, that 
shaped writing instruction throughout the curriculum. 
Laboratory-science teaching was a radical innovation in the 
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nineteenth-century liberal curriculum, a dramatic and controver- 
sial departure from the textbook- and recitation-bound “natural 
philosophy” courses out of which it grew. In many respects the 
laboratory is an ideal site for passing on the rhetorical conven- 
tions of a discipline: students are directly engaged in the activities 
of the discipline, manipulating apparatus, making observations, 
working with one another under the tutelage of an expert. Indeed, 
the first college labs were set up privately by faculty in their homes 
or offices.”* But as the method spread, the dominant educational 
theory (mental discipline) and the institutional position of the 
sciences tended to isolate writing in school and college labora- 
tories from the activity of science. Laboratory notebooks and 
reports were shaped in the image of other school writing: routine, 
mechanically correct, primarily evaluative. Several early propo- 
nents of the laboratory method, including the influential biologist 
Louis Agassiz, advocated the “rediscovery” method, in which the 
students were given a classic problem (though new to them) and 
then challenged to use laboratory experiments to test their own 
solutions and write up their procedures, findings, and conclu- 
sions.” The idea that students should make their own discoveries 
using the scientific methods of inquiry would have profound 
appeal for later generations of Deweyan science educators, but in 
the 1890s this open-ended, student-centered model of instruction 
contradicted the principles of mental discipline and, in a deeper 
sense, the positivist research ideal of fixed, steadily accumulating 
knowledge. Instead of “rediscovery,” “verification” became the 
goal of laboratory work. Students learned facts and principles in 
lecture and recitation, then verified them in the laboratory. The 
goals of laboratory work were to “fix principles in the mind,” to 
“acquire skill in making measurements,” as the Committee of 
Ten put it in 1892. Science had to justify its place in the curricu- 
lum against the claims of the other disciplines and with the same 
rationales. It would provide students with mental discipline and 
thus contribute to a “liberal education.””° 

Before the 1880s, science textbooks assumed no laboratory 
work (and of course no lab writing). Like textbooks in other 
fields, they directed students to memorize answers to questions, 
mainly factual, which were then recited in class or written on 
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examinations; such study questions and problems continued 
throughout the century (and the next one). The scientific disci- 
plines, in breaking away from the old textbook-dominated natu- 
ral philosophy, began to insist on laboratory work as a mark of 
disciplinary rigor and status. Agassiz’ motto summed up the 
approach: “Study Nature, not books.””’ In the 1880s, as the new 
universities and secondary schools built labs, science textbooks 
began to include instructions for laboratory experiments. Labora- 
tory manuals proliferated (some thirty in the 1890s), giving stu- 
dents step-by-step instructions for performing and writing up 
experiments.» The laboratory notebook, containing notes on 
experiments, drawings, data tables, and formal reports, became 
a standard—and standardized—component of instruction. These 
notebooks were generally meticulous, elaborate accounts, valued 
for their neatness and precision rather than for their utility in the 
lab or beyond. 

The same organizational structures and attitudes toward writ- 
ing I noted earlier guaranteed that laboratory writing would be 
routine, correctness centered, and largely cut off from the process 
of scientific inquiry as working scientists used it. Labs were few 
and classes large; faculty employed lab assistants, who tended to 
standardize and make routine the instruction. But more impor- 
tantly, the notebooks came to play a crucial role in evaluation. 
In the 1880s, entrance examinations at some elite eastern colleges, 
notably Harvard, began to include a physics or chemistry labora- 
tory component in which college faculty observed and evaluated 
prospective students’ actual performance. As enrollments in- 
creased and the geographical distribution of students widened in 
the 1890s, this direct evaluation became impractical. Instead, 
secondary-school students had to send in their lab notebooks as 
an admissions requirement. For the colleges, these notebooks 
served as a check on the quality of the students’ preparation in 
an era when the quality of secondary science education varied 
widely. But the requirement also effectively gave research-ori- 
ented college faculty control over secondary science education. 
Eastern colleges produced lists of standard experiments for sec- 
ondary students to perform and write up as evidence of their 
competence.” Accordingly, secondary laboratory courses fo- 
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cused on these experiments and their written product, gaining in 
the process a reputation for rigor, standardization—and bore- 
dom. Often the laboratory component was largely separate from 
classroom instruction, a time to fulfill an externally mandated 
requirement rather than an opportunity to engage in intellectually 
interesting activities integrated with classroom and textbook 
study. Because teachers had to certify that the students had them- 
selves performed and written up the experiments, notebooks were 
often locked up except during laboratory sessions, a practice 
further separating lab from class, writing from learning. As with 
the uniform lists of required readings in English and history, the 
standard experiments served the interests of emerging disciplines 
by asserting their authority in the secondary curriculum. But in 
the process, writing came to be used as a means of exclusion, a 
means of setting and enforcing disciplinary standards, rather than 
as a means of introducing students to the scientific community 
through meaningful participation in its activity. 

Shortly after the turn of the century, secondary schools began 
to rebel against this form of college domination in science, as 
well as in other other fields (see chapter 2). Science, the reformers 
insisted, should be used not for the purpose of mental discipline 
but for accomplishing the aims of comprehensive mass education 
set forth in the Cardinal Principles of Secondary Education: 
health, citizenship, ethical character, “worthy home-member- 
ship,” and so on. Biology, which had long been tied to botanical 
classification and drawing (with its opportunities for the mental 
discipline of memorization and copying), was transformed into 
a course to teach the virtues of hygiene and temperance to a new 
class of urban students. As industrial expansion increased the 
demand for scientists and technicians, “general science” courses 
were introduced to whet student interest in the “marvels of the 
age” and to recruit talented students for science careers (particu- 
larly after World War I, when the disciplines perceived a shortage 
of scientists). But laboratory work and writing held a small place 
in these new courses for the masses, where the goals were social 
control and appreciation, not disciplinary competence. Physics 
and chemistry stayed under the grip of the universities and the 
regime of the laboratory notebook.*° 
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Like its counterparts in social studies (1916) and English 
(1917), the reorganization report in science (1920) was strongly 
influenced by Deweyan progressives. The report attempted to 
introduce Deweyan progressive methods into traditional science 
teaching. Lab writing was a crucial issue in the report, not only 
because the authors saw it as an oppressive instrument of college 
control but because it represented an opportunity to break the 
grip of recitation and “memoriter repetition” in favor of placing 
students “more nearly in the position of a real scientist . . . getting 
practice in the use of scientific methods.”*’ Dewey’s vision of 
schools, where students were to do meaningful work, lay behind 
the report’s insistence that the laboratory be connected not only 
to the students’ class work but to their lives. For example, instead 
of recommending the usual method of “covering” the principle 
of specific gravity in recitation, then entering the lab to verify it, 
the report suggested asking the students if their milk had been 
watered, then using the lab to answer the question—in the process 
teaching them the concept of specific gravity and producing a 
report for the community on the honesty of its dairymen (53). 

If the lab could be used as a “workplace,” requiring “simple 
and direct records,” with pupils allowed “much freedom in the 
precise manner in which the record is made” and “maximum 
opportunity for self-expression in the immediate problem,” then 
science teaching could break the grip of a moribund tradition 
(20). Though the report recommended neatness, thoroughness, 
and accuracy in student writing, it warned that these “should 
not be exalted above thinking and understanding” (30) and it 
condemned “printed forms” for lab reports (54). “To require all 
to use exactly the same plan may make the checking of notebooks 
more easy and their appearance more satisfactory, but it stifles 
the pupil’s originality and prevents him from discovering and 
correcting his own faults” (39). 

The report’s vision of a pedagogical revolution was not to be 
realized in a mass-education system lacking the resources for labs 
to teach all students, much less the expert teachers necessary to 
reform and run them. The report did not succeed in revitalizing 
laboratory writing, and the overall effect of the report on second- 
ary-school reformers generally was to discredit laboratory note- 
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books, while at the same time alienating university-based disci- 
plinary interests tied to the lab-notebook method. Because the 
report preserved the disciplinary divisions among the sciences— 
and between science and social studies—it allowed for the contin- 
uing stratification of science between biology and general science 
for the many (with few labs) and chemistry and physics for the 
elite few (with traditional labs). Physics and chemistry continued 
to have low enrollments, despite periodic cries of alarm from 
industrial and military leaders. Secondary-school textbooks in 
chemistry and physics continued to be written primarily by re- 
search scientists, biology and general-science texts. by educa- 
tionists. 

Secondary and undergraduate science instruction remained al- 
most exclusively fact bound and textbook centered, with “little 
space devoted to mastery of principles or generalizations,” as 
a national report concluded in 1932.*" With his characteristic 
prescience, John Dewey warned science educators in 1934 that 
the sciences should be “more concerned about creating a certain 
mental attitude than they are about purveying a fixed body of 
information or about preparing a small number of persons for 
specialized pursuit of some particular science.”*’ But the school 
system and the disciplines did not heed his warning. 

The opportunity for reform was short-lived in any case. In the 
stringent budget cuts of the 1930s, laboratories were often the 
first casualties. Secondary-school lab work was reduced from two 
hours per week to one, with similar reductions in undergraduate 
courses. Political and economic pressures led courses to empha- 
size practical and technical aspects over the discipline-centered 
instruction that was traditional in labs—a tendency World War 
Il amplified by its emphasis on “pre-induction” technical-training 
courses.** Empirical studies further discredited lab writing by 
finding no firm evidence that it enhanced recall of facts—still seen 
as the goal of lab work.” Despite a few progressive experiments 
to fuse science and other subjects during the 1930s, laboratory 
writing, where it existed, was generally a routine “cookbook” 
exercise. 

It is not surprising, then, that classroom and laboratory writing 
in the sciences, like school writing elsewhere, exalted mechanical 
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correctness over intellectual discovery and was used primarily 
to evaluate students rather than to introduce them to scientific 
inquiry. From science’s first contact with mass education, pres- 
sures for disciplinary rigor made writing a tool of exclusion. Early 
science educators and, later, Deweyan progressives resisted these 
pressures and promoted writing as an essential activity of learning 
science for all students; but in the complex struggle between 
disciplinary excellence and social equity, American education 
developed no new traditions of extended writing and the old ones 
were discredited. In time, disciplinary specialization took the 
activity and the writing of the sciences further from the secondary 
and undergraduate classrooms and prevented the old tradition 
from being revitalized through contact with the work and genres 
of the scientific disciplines (see chapter 8). 

At those times in its history when the scientific community 
perceived a critical shortage of scientists, it attempted curricular 
reforms to introduce more equity, but it could not resist for long 
its tendency toward exclusion, nor could it develop its tradition 
of writing in the sciences to include the great majority of students. 
As Paul DeHart Hurd, a leading historian of science education, 
put it, “It has been easier to exclude students from physics and 
chemistry than to develop courses which make it possible for all 
students to achieve some understanding of the physical world.”** 

If the sciences did not elaborate their tradition of student writ- 
ing, they at least had one. The laboratory notebook and report 
were, in origin and principle (if not in fact), intimately tied both 
to the research activity of the discipline and to its pedagogy; they 
were therefore capable of evolving with changes in research and 
curriculum. It was a tradition flexible enough to include teachers 
at all levels and in all scientific disciplines yet linked so closely to 
the disciplines that it could not easily be handed over to outside 
specialists from the English department. But it was a dispensable 
tradition. Despite occasional shortages, enough working scien- 
tists could be trained to satisfy the demands of the disciplines and 
the economy without making laboratory writing an essential 
part of secondary and higher education in science. Such writing 
competence as was necessary could be passed along tacitly, trans- 
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parently, through the regular activities of the disciplines at their 
advanced levels. 

The ideal of research shaped student writing so pervasively 
that it is difficult to imagine classroom writing without its influ- 
ence. The academic disciplines not only organized curriculum, 
they also limited the kinds and uses of student writing in the 
curriculum. Apart from essay examinations, the writing that 
counted in the mass-education system was that which mirrored 
the forms used in research. But at the same time, student writing 
never became a conscious, systemwide means of teaching the 
activity and rhetoric of a discipline, its methods, assumptions, 
and written conventions. Because writing remained transparent, 
disciplinary activity appeared arhetorical to both faculty and 
students. Thus, the rationales for writing instruction seemed hol- 
low. Helping the English department with its task was not a 
sufficient motive for faculty to invest much time assigning and 
teaching writing. 

The domination of student writing by the ideal of research was 
only one of many ambiguities that American academia quietly 
institutionalized during the first decades of its modern existence, 
but it had profound consequences for pedagogy. Though general- 
ists regularly attacked the rise of the elective curriculum and the 
growth of faculty research, they rarely noticed or cared that the 
extended writing of undergraduate and secondary students was 
circumscribed by specialized discourse, even in situations where 
students were not being trained as specialists. The new research- 
oriented university faculty, caught up in their respective rhetorical 
universes, rarely questioned the wisdom of making discipline- 
specific discourse the model for student writing, nor did the 
university systematically consider ways of more effectively using 
discipline-specific writing in its pedagogies. Had writing not been 
largely transparent, the relationship between research and stu- 
dent writing might have become an issue, and academia might 
have actively developed traditions of conscious, discipline-spe- 
cific writing instruction and gone beyond the myth of transience. 
Instead, extended student writing was exiled to an academic 
limbo: forced to look in only one direction, toward the ideal of 
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research, but effectively cut off from the activities of disciplinary 
research, which gave academic writing its aims, its methods, and 
its meaning. 

It is worth noting, however, that whatever limitations the re- 
search ideal eventually imposed upon student writing (and there 
were many), the first impulse for assigning and teaching writing 
in the disciplines arose from a desire to engage students in the 
discovery of knowledge, to involve them in the intellectual life of 
the disciplines. 
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WRITING AND THE 
IDEAL OF UTILITY 


Composition for the Culture 
of Professionalism 


‘Th. founders of the modern mass secondary- and higher-educa- 
tion system often invoked the ideal of utility, as well as the ideal 
of research. The schools of a democratic nation, they argued, 
should prepare students for specialized careers. Part of that obli- 
gation involved teaching students to write in ways that would 
serve them beyond academia, or so industrialists and academic 
administrators frequently assumed. But the mass-education sys- 
tem rarely took conscious and systematic steps to teach students 
the specialized kinds of writing that were necessary beyond acade- 
mia, for the ideal of utility had to compete with ideals of special- 
ized research and general culture in the new mass-education 
system, and the relationship between writing in the academic 
disciplines and writing in business and industry was rarely ex- 
plored among faculty or developed in curricula. 

As historians of rhetoric have suggested, there were important 
connections between writing in the new secondary- and higher- 
education system and writing in the new industrial order, both 
of which emerged fully during what is broadly called the Progres- 
sive Era (ca. 1895—1920).’ But the transparency of rhetoric in 
both industry and academia made those connections complex 
and subtle, and thus far historians have only begun to trace the 
ties between the uses of writing in education and its uses in what 
Progressive-Era academics came to call “real life.”* This is a large 
and vexed question, for the very diversity that characterized the 
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new era makes firm generalizations difficult. But before taking 
up the history of the most frankly utilitarian writing programs, 
technical and business writing, I first consider the ways in which 
writing came to be used in industry as distinct from the ways in 
which academics viewed it, to understand the limited place of 
utilitarian writing instruction across the curriculum. 


“To Follow Without Wavering 
Printed Instructions”: Writing 
in the New Industrial Order 


In business, as in academia, writing played a role in creating what 
Burton J. Bledstein has justly called “the culture of professional- 
ism,” the “set of learned values and habitual responses” by which 
middle-class individuals gained power in modern America under 
the banner of “progress.”> American industry and government 
demanded a new class of managers and technicians to run its 
booming new urban economy; and in this new professional class, 
writing became increasingly important. 

As JoAnne Yates has demonstrated, the shift from oral to 
written communication played a central role in the development 
of modern industry, with its far-flung enterprises pursuing highly 
rationalized activities. Before the 1880s, business management 
had been a relatively personal matter, with internal communica- 
tion carried on orally and external communication through hand- 
written letters. For example, Henry du Pont, owner of one of the 
nation’s largest antebellum manufacturing firms, personally took 
quill pen in hand to write an average of six thousand business 
letters per year.* But by the turn of the century, industry depended 
on impersonal bureaucratic organization and the written infor- 
mation that drove it. 

Technology made these vast changes possible. The first com- 
mercially produced typewriter appeared in the 1870s, as did its 
“natural partner” carbon paper. The 1870 census found 154 
stenographers; in 1900 there were 112,364 stenographers and 
typists. At the same time, the Linotype and rotary press revolu- 
tionized printing, ushering in an age of increasing specialization 
of publications and readers. Companies began to produce things 
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called memoranda and a host of other internal documents, which 
they reproduced on the new repeating duplicator (invented in the 
1890s) and stored in evermore complex filing systems. 

But it was a shift in organizational structure that, Yates argues, 
made the shift to written communication necessary. In the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, American business reor- 
ganized human relationships through the new movement toward 
systematic management, a movement that depended on imper- 
sonal written communication to subordinate the individual to a 
rationalized system. Only with a complex system of upward 
and downward internal written communication could managers 
safely and efficiently oversee widely distributed enterprises, such 
as railroads. And more importantly, systematic or “scientific” 
management effectively broke the power of the skilled craftsmen 
who had built nineteenth-century industry, for it made their 
special knowledge accessible to management—written, perma- 
nent, capable of being taught by managers to unskilled (and of 
course lower-paid) workers who could exert less power over 
the owners. The techniques of time study spread rapidly after 
Frederick Winslow Taylor and others popularized them in the 
late 1890s and early 1900s. Professional managers produced 
detailed written analyses of specific jobs, then restructured the 
workplace “rationally” or “efficiently,” as they put it. 

The written character of systematic management was a crucial, 
though largely transparent, factor in its success.° The nineteenth- 
century skilled craftsmen guarded their knowledge in primarily 
oral traditions, passing it on from master to apprentice. And 
even where written plans, procedures, and work rules existed, 
craftsmen preserved a powerful oral shop-floor ethic, which 
among other things forbade piecework pay, limited the power of 
managers, and ostracized workers who left the craft to become 
supervisors (no craftsman was allowed to supervise more than 
one other worker—his apprentice).’ 

Thus, craftsmen and early trade unions angrily resisted time 
studies, which they viewed as an attempt to “steal” their knowl- 
edge and put it into writing. They ostracized workers who cooper- 
ated with management by writing down specifications; they beat 
up time-study experts who entered the shop floor with notebooks; 
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and they called strikes at the mere rumor that a factory would be 
reorganized scientifically. As one machinist said in 1912, workers 
would make concessions, but they did not care for “a man stand- 
ing back of you and taking down all the various operations you 
go though.”® 

Obviously the craftsmen lost their fight. With production ra- 
tionalized through written knowledge, industry came to value 
inexperience rather than experience because it cost less, both in 
wages and in worker unrest. An engineer at Ford Motor Com- 
pany’s Highland Park plant boasted that his workers had “no use 
for experience.”’ With knowledge centralized in a corporation’s 
engineering department, with skilled labor concentrated in tool 
and die makers who were removed from actual production, work- 
ers became merely machine tenders supervised by management 
personnel. Workers and their immediate supervisors simply 
needed the ability “to follow without wavering printed instruc- 
tions emanating from an unseen source lodged in some far off 
planning department,” as a 1916 federal report on labor de- 
scribed it.'° Writing was the oil that kept the new industrial 
machine running smoothly. 

Thus, the new industrial order was shaped by the transition 
from oral to written communication no less than academia. And 
in industry, as in academia, that transition was so embedded in 
specialized activities that it was largely transparent. The quality 
of employee writing became something of an issue in business 
during the Progressive Era, but the kind of writing did not. 
Professionals from “real life” often complained about poor writ- 
ing and waxed eloquent on the importance of “communication,” 
beginning a tradition that has endured to the present. And they, 
like academics, placed the responsibility for teaching writing 
elsewhere: on academics. Business managers frequently attacked 
schools and colleges for not teaching students to write compe- 
tently. But they, like academics, rarely noticed that the definitions 
of competency had changed and multiplied with the increasing 
differentiation of writing. Only in the last three decades have 
academics systematically studied writing in nonacademic set- 
tings, and only in the last three decades have businesses turned 
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to academics to provide systematic writing instruction for em- 
ployees (see chapter 8). 


Utilitarian Writing and Academia 


The characteristic modern uses of writing in business and industry 
were not shaped by any academic rhetorical theory but by the new 
communications technology and the new methods of systematic 
management.'’ Nor did industry model its communication on 
academic writing. Companies evolved their own genres for writ- 
ten communication—reporting mechanisms, forms, in-house or- 
gans, even in some cases their own company-mandated prose 
styles—all without the aid of academia. 

The new universities and secondary schools took up the burden 
of training and credentialing a new elite of middle-class profes- 
sionals, which was reorganizing the economy around specialized, 
written knowledge.'* But academia, including professional 
schools, rarely accepted the task of teaching students within their 
ordinary course work to do the specific kinds of writing that they 
would encounter after leaving the academy. Academia ordinarily 
taught the genres of nonacademic professional writing in a sys- 
tematic way only through composition courses attached to pro- 
fessional curricula, and these tended to become marginalized in 
the institution and distanced from industrial practice as well. The 
memo, for example, did not become a regular part of the work 
in most business- and technical-writing courses for decades after 
the genre had become an essential part of modern industrial life; 
even when it was taught, it formed a relatively small part of those 
courses,” 

Caught between demands for general culture on the one hand 
and specialized, research-driven technical training on the other, 
the mass-education system found no consensus on the specific 
goals of utilitarian service in the matter of writing instruction 
that might have forged a viable tradition of writing instruction 
in technical courses themselves. By the 1890s service had come 
to mean—even to its greatest proponents—other things besides 
specific preparation for specific professional roles. To some advo- 
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cates of the ideal of utility, particularly in the new social sciences, 
service meant direct political involvement in Progressive-Era so- 
cial and political reforms. But to the most powerful advocates of 
utility—administrators responsive to trustees and legislators— 
service meant something much more individual and much less 
overtly political: “a new kind of education,” as Veysey says, 
“which would prepare young men directly for a wide variety of 
employments” (60). Seen in these individual terms, the service 
that the universities performed meant not merely training stu- 
dents to perform a specific role in a great industrial machine 
but encouraging those characteristically American values of self- 
improvement and personal growth. 

Secondary and higher education might have embraced the spe- 
cialization of urban-industrial life in its approach to writing in- 
struction and systematically trained students to negotiate the 
genres and audiences within each discipline and for each profes- 
sion. Indeed, educational reformers bent on restructuring educa- 
tion in the image of industry proposed such a plan, as I discuss 
in the next chapter. But this frankly utilitarian approach never 
prevailed, except in a very limited way in business- and technical- 
writing courses. Academic disciplines were organized to further 
the two other great interests within the academy, culture and 
research, which held up differing ideals of academic community 
and different notions of writing instruction. 

On the one hand, the genteel amateurs of the old liberal curricu- 
lum and their late-nineteenth-century successors in the humani- 
ties—what Veysey calls liberal culture—fought the idea that sec- 
ondary and higher education should serve philistine commercial 
interests through a blatantly vocational curriculum, despite their 
own increasing professionalization and specialized research." 
English departments, the bastion of liberal culture in academia, 
reluctantly agreed to teach general composition as a “service” 
to other departments but rarely encouraged discipline-specific 
writing instruction in their own department or elsewhere. Yet 
“general” composition was clearly oriented toward belles lettres 
and taught specific kinds of professionally oriented writing only 
rarely, when local conditions demanded it. 

On the other hand, the natural sciences and professional 
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schools (as well as elements within the social sciences and human- 
ities) upheld the new ideal of research, of knowledge for its own 
sake, and made another segment of the faculty indifferent or 
hostile to frankly utilitarian projects, including utilitarian writing 
instruction. To research-oriented faculty, service often meant the 
advancement of knowledge, whether immediately useful or not.”° 
The ideal of research assumed that service to humanity would 
inevitably come through service to the discipline.'® The ethic of 
disciplinary specialization applied to writing as well. If students 
needed to learn to write better or in certain ways, they could go 
to composition teachers. If such problems lay outside the activity 
of one’s specialized research and teaching, the problems at hand, 
then one had no duty to address them. Teaching meant teaching 
the specialized material of the course, not the professional genres 
of writing that applied the fruits of research in nonacademic 
settings. Those few faculty and administrators who wanted the 
genres of professional writing incorporated into the professional 
and scientific courses had to fight an uphill battle against faculty 
and departments who did not wish to make room in their courses 
and curricula for writing at the expense of more “content.” 

Faced with these conflicting ideals of higher education, service- 
minded administrators tended to fall back on vague pronounce- 
ments about the importance of writing for personal success; 
programs for teaching utilitarian forms of writing in the technical 
courses themselves rarely materialized or lasted long. Where they 
did, administrators often had to fight the dogged opposition of 
English departments and the inertia of research-oriented depart- 
ments elsewhere. 


The Case of MIT: Composition for 
the Culture of Professionalism 


To glimpse the utilitarian ideal of writing instruction in practice, 
I must turn to one of the new technical universities, MIT, where 
the educational philosophy emphasized the links between practi- 
cal and theoretical knowledge. But even here, differing ideals of 
higher education prevented utilitarian writing instruction from 
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finding a secure place either outside or within composition 
courses. 

Before 1887, MIT’s only writing requirement was a one-semes- 
ter freshman course called Rhetoric and English Composition, 
followed by three semesters of English literature. Rhetoric was 
dropped from the title in 1887, and the catalog assured students 
that the course was “designed to help them in expressing them- 
selves fluently and adequately rather than to develop a theory of 
rhetoric.” 

The president of the institute, General Francis Walker, sup- 
ported the use of writing in the regular courses and taught his own 
course in economics using “laboratory methods,” with “each 
student doing elaborate exercises in preparing reports, summa- 
ries, histories, and graphic statistic charts, from the official rec- 
ords, on given subjects,” as the British reformer Sidney Webb 
admiringly remarked after a visit in 1888." 

In 1889, MIT dropped a required literature course and added 
a required junior course in practical composition, beginning a 
decades-long negotiation between the competing claims of cul- 
ture and utility. Moreover, MIT hired a former Harvard instruc- 
tor, George S. Carpenter, to adapt the Harvard forensic system 
to the specialized writing in the technical courses, where “the 
pupil rarely conceives of rhetoric as having much to do with 
his other work in college.”’* After freshman composition, each 
student in history, political economy, and, later, technical and 
scientific courses, such as introductory chemistry, was “by cour- 
tesy of the instructor” required to write (and sometimes rewrite) 
compositions that were read both by the course instructor for 
“content” and by an English instructor for “correction.” “What 
could be better drill in composition,” Carpenter asked, “than 
these reports, theses, and the like, prepared for [the student’s] 
instructors in history, philosophy, or science?” When required to 
write on “practical information,” such as “the effect of algae 
growths in reservoirs and ponds” or “pin bridges versus riveted 
bridges, . . . the sound man comes to the front, not the turner of 
meaningless and quibbling phrases. ... The man who thought 
punctuation a useless and finicky operation finds that he must 
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master it if he wants to make perfectly intelligible what he has to 
say on metallurgical methods in the mines of Bolivia.””’ 

This system evolved into a much-admired but rarely imitated 
program of technical-writing instruction. English faculty cri- 
tiqued the “memoirs” (technical papers) written in advanced 
courses in architecture, economics, and several branches of engi- 
neering (some 350 papers in 1903, for example). In addition, 
English faculty critiqued student translations of foreign-language 
technical documents prepared in advanced courses.” 

After Carpenter moved to Columbia in 1893, the program 
continued first under novelist Arlo Bates and then, in 1896, under 
Bates’ assistant, Robert Grosenver Valentine, another former 
Harvard composition instructor. Valentine’s career is worth 
looking at in some detail, for he developed a composition pro- 
gram explicitly designed to meet the writing needs of engineers 
entering the scientific and technical professions. After five years 
he left MIT to serve for a decade in industry and the growing 
governmental bureaucracy (the Bureau of Indian Affairs, 1904— 
12), finally turning his attention to the labor-management battles 
wracking the nation in the wake of gains made by trade unions 
and socialists. Like other Progressive-Era reformers (Jane Ad- 
dams comes first to mind), he founded a new profession, indus- 
trial relations counselor, to deal “efficiently” with the conflicts. 
His consulting firm developed and applied “scientific” principles 
to preventing and negotiating labor disputes. I have chosen to 
focus on Valentine not because he was a great rhetorical theorist 
(his great influence lay in industrial management) but rather 
because he was typical of a whole class of progressives who 
moved from academia into government and industry to build 
America’s new regulative, bureaucratic order using written 
knowledge. Precisely because he was so typical (and because 
he wrote of his experiences both in academia and in industry), 
Valentine’s career offers a convenient window on the ways that 
utilitarian writing operated in the Progressive Era. Moreover, 
writing instruction during Valentine’s five years at MIT became 
less tied to the belletristic assumptions of the usual English depart- 
ment (which emphasized the linguistic purity of liberal culture), 
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and thus Valentine’s discussions of writing center on the demands 
of industry rather than on those of literary culture.”’ 

Like progressives in many other fields, Valentine carried a 
passionate belief that science—rationality—could transform so- 
ciety and create in America a truly democratic society through 
improved communication. But the key to this transformation lay 
not in a universal rise in the ability to communicate but in the 
specialized expertise of career professionals, who discovered and 
applied universal social laws to specific problems. The ironic 
prospect that this expertise would create a new elite of its own, 
as well as serve old elites by legitimizing their uses of specialized 
discourse in the name of science, seems to have occurred to 
Valentine and other progressives only fleetingly. 


“Hacking Their Way to Power”: 
Writing at the Institute 


Valentine reorganized MIT’s writing instruction for the new pro- 
fessionals being trained by the institute, technocrats who would 
climb a competitive career ladder in complex, writing-driven 
enterprises. Three concepts guided Valentine’s writing instruc- 
tion: “the subject, the reader, and the point of view.”” Each 
of these concepts would not only improve students’ writing, 
Valentine argued, but also produce students who are “capable of 
hacking their way to power.”” This training should develop in 
students “precisely those qualities which will be most valuable 
to him in his work in the world. He becomes wide-eyed in seeing 
faults, workmanlike in the correction of them, sportsmanlike, 
hitting hard, and giving and demanding fair play. All this he 
learns to do with dignity and courtesy.””* This was “empow- 
erment,” not in a modern egalitarian sense, but power for middle- 
class managers and technicians, carving a place in the new indus- 
trial order, fighting the claims of owners and workers. Valentine 
was educating a professional meritocracy and he knew it— 
though he also passionately believed that the new elite would 
discover and disseminate the “scientific” principles upon which 
a more just society would progressively be built. 

Each of these three concepts, subject, audience, and point of 
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view, was crucial in the new industrial order. First, a focus on 
subject suited professionals who could not draw on a body of 
culturally shared knowledge but instead had to gather and ana- 
lyze newly written data. For their subjects, MIT students drew 
on their own intellectual interests to find topics that “closely 
concern the student’s daily work” (rarely literary), supplemented 
by readings supplied from their technical courses.” Students 
made meticulous observations and took extensive notes, all de- 
signed to increase their “power” in gathering and analyzing infor- 
mation—central to the professional’s new role in systematically 
managed industry. 

Second, MIT’s emphasis on the reader also suited the profes- 
sional’s new role. Unlike the gentry trained by the old college, 
whose social place was fixed and secure, the modern professional 
negotiated his social place in a bureaucratic hierarchy (with own- 
ers above and workers below) and in a career hierarchy (with 
senior colleagues above and junior ones below). Valentine’s class- 
room exercises were particularly sensitive to social registers. Es- 
chewing the romantic emphasis on self-expression common in 
Harvard’s program, Valentine found it “of more benefit to insist 
on a study of the personality of the reader than of the writer” 
(443). To master the concept of audience, “of interesting a partic- 
ular man or class of men,” students wrote each paper to “a 
definite reader.” They began with letters to friends, then letters 
to employers and then to employees, finally progressing to wider 
audiences, “a railroad board wishing to listen to a plan for a new 
bridge,” for example, or a popular audience: “the whole world 
waiting for an explanation of a startling discovery.” Valentine 
was adamant about the importance of teaching audience for 
developing and motivating student writing. “Only in this fashion 
can a man’s audience grow,” he said (443). “The fiction of [writ- 
ing for] ‘the average man’ paralyzes the interest of the student, 
and gives to his work inconsequence,” while writing for a definite 
reader “imparts self-possession and clearness” (455). A con- 
sciousness of different audiences is crucial, he argued, for aca- 
demic and professional success, for communicating with “the 
man who reads his graduation theses or the laborer to whom he 
sends directions for a day’s work” (444). The university class- 
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room, Valentine insisted, was a good place to learn these lessons 
for a new kind of life. 

Third, MIT’s emphasis on point of view was broadly conceived 
of by Valentine as the capacity to understand another person’s 
(or group’s) perception of events in order to analyze the situations 
that written communication negotiates—from the scientist’s 
physical position in relation to an object when describing techni- 
cal equipment to the politician’s ethical stance in relation to an 
issue of public policy. In one exercise, each student wrote “in ten 
lines” his stand on a current political issue. After reading them 
aloud, the class discussed the political, personal, or economic 
motives for the stances. On the question of annexing the Philip- 
pines after the 1898 war, for example, “one [student] wrote what 
effect he thought annexation would have on his father, who was 
a manufacturer of cheap furniture; another took the point of 
view of his brother, who was a soldier in Manila” (448). The 
realities of writing in the new pluralistic society demanded an 
awareness of point of view—power relationships (or “interests,” 
to use the term Valentine favored), which professionals nego- 
tiated. 

Pedagogical practices at MIT, like the concepts underlying the 
pedagogy, were designed to train vigorous professionals. Valen- 
tine insisted that successful pedagogy must unite “the student’s 
work in the class-room and his experiences in daily life,” but 
Valentine had a particular kind of daily life in mind, “the realm 
of vital affairs” of the upwardly mobile professional.”* The class- 
room imitated the bureaucrat’s office or technocrat’s lab. Instead 
of formal lectures, instructors used extensive informal discussions 
to create a collegial atmosphere where students could feel free 
to express their ideas. As another MIT instructor, Archer T. 
Robinson, put it, the instructor tried to “remove, as far as may 
be, the embarrassment of his own critical presence” to allow the 
students to engage in genuine communication.” Students must 
overcome their tendency to view the instructor as “something 
between a god and a waste paper basket,” wrote Valentine, if 
they are to develop professional confidence.”* Instructors made 
extensive use of student-teacher conferences—“private consulta- 
tions” as they called them, borrowing the term used to describe 
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professional-client relationships. In these consultations, instruc- 
tors refrained from criticizing minor errors but maintained a 
professional manner, with “no chastisement, but a very human 
and urbane process; it is merely what occurs every day when 
two people talk on a congenial subject and try to arrive at an 
understanding.””’ Of course one of the people was a superior, a 
teacher with the power of a grade, but professional decorum 
dictated the relationship of a senior colleague to a junior, as in 
the industrial world. 

Relationships between students also mirrored new professional 
realities. Peer critiques, or “class criticism,” as Valentine called 
them, were important at MIT and elsewhere among progressive 
composition teachers.*® The ordinary procedure was for the in- 
structor to distribute the topics that the students had submitted 
and to ask other students to volunteer to critique a fellow stu- 
dent’s paper throughout its composition. The peer critics were 
responsible for discussing the topic with the author in the prelimi- 
nary stages, attending the author’s private consultation with the 
instructor, and writing all the comments and corrections on the 
draft and revisions (the instructor’s comments were usually oral). 
Valentine praised the system for its efficiency (it saved instructors’ 
time) and for its effectiveness (it taught the student “how little 
he can count on his reader’s sympathy or divination”). But the 
chief benefit, he wrote, was that it built the kind of character 
necessary for success “in the field of practical dealing between 
man and man.”*' “A college man soon finds out [through class 
criticism] that his fellows will not care about him unless he makes 
himself cared for. . . . If he does not come out of himself, he will 
be left alone . . . and he will struggle with phantoms. To help him 
know the real men around him is one of the powers of English 
composition” (463). Valentine sensed that, in the competitive 
world of career ladders and ever-increasing responsibilities, the 
ability to present oneself and one’s ideas, to give and take criticism 
tactfully, to negotiate in an environment where power was ex- 
erted subtly—in personal interactions with peers or in writing— 
was becoming evermore important. His pedagogy therefore 
aimed at strengthening these young middle-class men for the new 
realities of life in a new elite, a meritocracy of professionals. And 
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as one follows Valentine from academia into to the spheres of 
government and industry (the path most of his students took, of 
course), one can glimpse the importance of the values instilled 
by MIT through its writing program in the future middle-class 
professionals “hacking their way to power.” 

As Valentine found when he left MIT to enter government 
service and, later, industry, all was not running smoothly. Worker 
turnover was extremely high owing to the dehumanizing condi- 
tions: 416 percent in 1912-13 at the Ford Motor Company’s 
new Highland Park plant, for example. Unskilled workers, even 
immigrants, showed a surprising ability to organize effectively, 
bringing a wave of long, often violent strikes.” 

Drawing on his experience in academia and government, Val- 
entine founded the profession of industrial relations counselor.” 
His goal was to apply “scientific” principles of communication— 
those he had taught at MIT—to the problems of industry. Like 
other American progressives who founded professions, Valentine 
had a faith in science and progress that was almost religious in 
its fervor. He believed the interests of business and labor could 
be reconciled through cooperation for the general welfare of 
society. What was necessary, apart from the innate goodwill and 
good sense of all parties, which he assumed, was the communica- 
tions expertise of professionals who had studied the problems 
and, of course, written down the answers. Industrial disputes 
have their origin, he maintained, in “ignorance of the facts.”** To 
supply those “facts,” Valentine invented the “industrial audit,” 
which The Independent admiringly described in 1916: “He takes 
stock of the human resources of a plant, of its personal frictions 
and maladjustments, of the effect of its equipment on employees, 
of the prevailing sentiment of the workers as it expresses itself in 
their work and attitude, of all the inefficiencies that grow out of 
the size of modern enterprise and its remoteness of executives 
from manual workers.””* 

In essence, Valentine in his audit translated human relation- 
ships into written form, where his version attained the status of 
objective fact through the authority vested in him as a profes- 
sional. These “facts” were then used in labor negotiations. Man- 
agement almost always hired the audit done, either to defuse 
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potential strikes by granting inexpensive (though real) conces- 
sions in work rules or shop safety, or to make time study appear 
more humane. A few moderate (but strong) unions hired Valen- 
tine’s firm to gain credibility with the press and citizens’ groups, 
powerful players in an age of civic reform. In either case, the 
audit justified claims by giving them the stamp of scientific re- 
spectability and rationality. 

These audits quickly became institutionalized within personnel 
departments, another management innovation Valentine devel- 
oped.** Personnel departments helped management deal with the 
staggering turnover rates by rationalizing the hiring process, by 
delivering worker benefits that were designed to decrease turn- 
over and unrest, and by providing data useful in managing work- 
ers. The human relationships, like the mechanical operations 
before them, were thus reduced to “manageable”—written— 
form, through the personnel files, questionnaires, and tests which 
have now become a permanent part of American industry. 

It is important to notice that in the new industrial environment, 
the three principles of writing stressed at MIT served profession- 
als well. First, the careful observation and recording of data, 
coupled with a distrust of traditional knowledge, was essential 
for scientific management’s time studies, which required precisely 
those skills and attitudes. 

Second, a sense of audience was essential for professionals 
negotiating the expanding territory between shop floor and 
boardroom. Professional managers wrote those “unwavering” 
printed instructions based on time studies and composed reports 
to superiors on which their jobs, as well as the company’s profit- 
ability, depended. 

Third, an understanding of point of view served them well in 
the increasingly complex industrial relations they negotiated. In 
addition to owners and workers, managers now also dealt with 
labor organizations at local, national, and international levels, 
each with different or even competing interests.’” Managers also 
communicated with the press, government, and civic groups, 
which became increasingly powerful as labor disputes became 
matters of public concern. A manager’s success often depended 
on his ability to understand and negotiate many interests, each 
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producing written information. In the New York City garment 
workers’ strike of 1915, for example, Valentine was jointly em- 
ployed by management and the union to analyze sweatshop con- 
ditions—but at the insistence of the mayor and a group of leading 
citizens, who were aroused to involvement by press exposés of 
abuses.** And the negotiations proceeded in a blizzard of docu- 
ments: position papers, press releases, laws, regulations, reports. 

Finally, the social role that writing instruction helped to instill 
in students was the very “professional manner” which helped to 
legitimize the expertise of the new middle class and cement its 
power. It exalted the accumulation of knowledge and established 
regularities, separating fact from value. In a telling 1916 com- 
ment, Valentine complained that socialism, syndicalism, and cap- 
italism all lacked “a genuine welcome for scientific processes,” 
processes he considered to be independent of political interests 
when pursued with proper—professional—objectivity.”” Within 
these positivist assumptions, the new professional acted as advi- 
sor not activist, consulting with other experts to discover regulari- 
ties in human behavior rather than engaging directly in political 
action. Instead of revolution, he trusted that organic processes 
within the existing social hierarchy would reveal the enlightened 
self-interest of all parties, bringing another kind of “revolution.” 
“The manufacturers, the workers and the state must each there- 
fore share in control,” Valentine insisted. But it was the profes- 
sional who would orchestrate this cooperation, adjusting each 
“particular job to the complete system of economic and industrial 
forces in the country.” Given the new “scientific” knowledge of 
industrial relations, “employment can no longer be left to the 
accidents of bargaining,” but must be placed in the hands of 
experts to avoid “the hopeless anarchy that at present prevails” 
(588). The progressives’ ideal of value-neutral written knowledge 
removed public discourse from the old face-to-face agonistic en- 
counters of the ancient rhetorical tradition and placed it in a 
literate world of measured professional distance. The power of 
persuasive discourse now resided in institutional hierarchies, the 
property of professionals. 

Just before his death in 1916, Valentine confidently predicted: 
“To some, eager with the haste of uncreative desire, it may often 
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seem that we are lingering in old and abandoned ways. Yet the 
future is on our side” (588). It was, in one sense. Trained by the 
new universities, the new class of professionals patiently gathered 
power under the banner of science and progress. Both the social- 
ism of the workers and the social Darwinism of the owners 
rapidly gave way to the positivism of modern welfare capitalism, 
with the interests of state, business, and labor carefully “taken 
down” and managed. MIT taught the approach to writing that 
was necessary for the new professional class to perform its duties 
and, equally important, helped to instill those values which legiti- 
mized that class in the new “culture of professionalism.” And in 
a deeper sense, Valentine’s career illustrates how writing played 
a role in reshaping the power structure of modern America. The 
shift in industrial organization from shop-floor crafts to scientific 
management was intimately linked to a shift from oral to written 
knowledge, and the professional manager—through his written 
knowledge—grew in power as a result. 

But in another sense, Valentine and the Progressive-Era reform- 
ers failed, for they did not appreciate the ways in which written 
communication could be used to solidify intellectual and social 
distinctions in mass society, its capacity to divide as well as to 
unite. They trusted that social integration always accompanied 
differentiation, that advances in communication would usher in 
a new age of community. But in fact, written knowledge furthered 
the rationalization and specialization of the economic and social 
life of the nation and strengthened the power of the bureaucratic 
organization. 


MIT’s Struggles with Utilitarian Writing 


In academia, as well as in industry, writing reinforced the differ- 
entiated structure, though in different ways. Like industry, higher 
education held out the promise of a united community, an aca- 
demic community; but the institutional structure of higher educa- 
tion, like industry, organized knowledge and activity through 
specialization in expert elites. Because departments and courses 
were organized and conducted separately, faculty did not need 
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to negotiate, much less agree on, what kinds of writing should 
be taught or share responsibility for teaching them. 

MIT’s cooperative writing program was an adjunct to the 
technical courses, not an integral, visible part of them. As the 
President’s Report for 1894 put it, the program “leaves the heads 
of the several departments free to lay all their stress upon the 
technical criticism which they alone are qualified to give” (27). 
Content and expression were in separate realms, presided over by 
different departments; the result was, in theory, greater efficiency. 
Faculty could pursue their specializations without the added re- 
sponsibility of teaching (or even correcting) writing. Moreover, 
faculty pursuing specialized research and teaching often did not 
see the need for devoting time to writing instruction, even when 
the English faculty were offering their time for critiquing papers. 
As Carpenter predicted in 1892, “Any large college would en- 
counter many and perhaps great difficulties in adopting such a 
system and in giving it an organic structure” (445). MIT certainly 
did. Faculty often withdrew “the courtesy” of cooperating with 
the English department, and the English department struggled to 
find courses and faculty willing to give time to student writing.” 

Despite its difficulties in accommodating the demands of spe- 
cialized research and teaching, MIT’s writing program con- 
sciously attempted to train students for the new demands of 
work in a writing-dominated professional environment, and it 
attempted to tie writing instruction into the course work in tech- 
nical areas (faculty in professional programs also critiqued the 
student papers written in their courses, after all). But when utili- 
tarian writing instruction at MIT came into conflict with the 
claims of culture, such accommodation was well-nigh impossible. 
Throughout Bates’ twenty-three years as department head, utili- 
tarian writing instruction was the first priority, with literary 
instruction a secondary though important priority. When Bates 
retired in 1915, MIT hired a former Rhodes scholar, Frank Ayde- 
lotte, as chair of the department. His aim was to “humanize 
the engineering student’s character and his aims of life.”*’ The 
composition courses were restructured to teach general culture. 
“The widespread demand that our college men, graduates of 
technical schools and of colleges of liberal arts alike, should be 
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better able to write and speak their mother tongue is really a 
demand that they have a better literary education,” Aydelotte 
insisted. “A man’s writing reflects his habits of thought and it is 
simply impossible to give him a cultivated style by any other 
method than by making him a cultivated man” (300). 

The cooperative program with other departments was phased 
out. Training in the specific genres of technical and business 
writing was relegated to a growing number of specialized ad- 
vanced-writing courses required of students in specific profes- 
sional curricula: first Report Writing, then Committee Work, 
Business English, Human Factor in Business, Engineering Public- 
ity, and The Engineering Field.” Again utilitarian writing instruc- 
tion was marginalized into specialized courses, a pattern that was 
repeated many times elsewhere. Because the academy included 
many differing notions of service, many competing versions of 
academic community, it could not agree on a comprehensive 
approach to utilitarian writing instruction. Instead, it left system- 
atic writing instruction to the bureaucratic structure, which found 
a compartment for it within English, a discipline indifferent to, 
even antagonistic toward, active, direct service to other disci- 
plines through utilitarian writing instruction.” 


Technical Writing and the Technical Disciplines 


MIT’s attempts to involve faculty in utilitarian writing instruction 
were the exception. Engineering schools have valued and con- 
sciously taught technical writing as part of students’ professional 
training for almost a century; and since the 1890s secondary 
schools and colleges have formally taught business writing as 
well, but almost always in specialized business- or technical- 
writing courses. The reasons lie in the social structure and mission 
of these disciplines and their place in the wider institution and 
society. The ways in which technical schools evolved formal 
structures for teaching students the written conventions of their 
disciplines reveal the familiar conflicts between the universities’ 
diverse missions: preservation of traditions (culture), creation of 
new knowledge (research), and utilitarian service. 

In one sense, engineering demands extensive writing by the 
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very nature of the field, poised as it is between the pure sciences 
and industry. Engineers “translate” the results of research in the 
pure sciences into material products. This fundamental need to 
translate places engineering in a complex social position, engag- 
ing communities with different values, goals, and structures. The 
engineer must not only speak the language of, say, the physicist, 
but also, in certain instances, the language of the industrial man- 
ager, the lawyer, or the foreman on a construction site. And the 
complexities of playing this intermediate role are vitally apparent 
in the written products of the engineer, the myriad letters, reports, 
contracts, specifications, and proposals addressed to audiences 
with varying interests and technical backgrounds. Unlike the 
physicist, whose professional writing is almost always addressed 
to a community or, more often, a subcommunity of other physi- 
cists, the engineer in “real life” is much more likely to face 
complex rhetorical problems in translating information from one 
community to another. Thus, writing cannot as easily remain 
transparent. 

However, the engineering field, like other disciplines, is also a 
collection of highly specialized discourse communities, as is evi- 
dent from the many engineering specialties, which grew up in the 
late nineteenth century with the explosion of technical knowledge 
during the early years of modern industrialization. From early in 
one’s training—in the sophomore year, often—each engineering 
student specializes, eventually becoming a member of a relatively 
discrete professional community, with its own body of knowl- 
edge, methodologies, journals, and associations. He or she is not 
an engineer, but a chemical or electrical or mechanical engineer. 
And each subdiscipline in turn specializes as knowledge expands, 
until the subdiscipline is crowded with bodies of knowledge clam- 
bering for a place (or a larger place) in the curriculum. 

This conflict between the demands for the professional breadth 
necessary to translate from one community to another and the 
ever-increasing demands of disciplinary specialization surfaced 
early in the development of engineering at MIT and elsewhere. 
The conflict is evident in the century-long battle over the proper 
place of writing instruction in the engineering curriculum. 
Though I cannot here treat the whole history of technical-writing 
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instruction in America, I can point to several themes and crucial 
moments in its development. Robert J. Connors’ article, “The 
Rise of Technical Writing Instruction in America,” provides a 
thorough and balanced account, upon which my analysis relies 
heavily.” 

In the new specialized technology schools, agricultural and 
mechanical (A & M) colleges, and engineering schools attached 
to liberal arts colleges, which grew up after the Civil War, the 
growth of knowledge and specialization forced much of the tradi- 
tional humanities course work out of the curriculum, though 
freshman composition remained ubiquitous. While a few engi- 
neering schools were just beginning to develop what would later 
be called technical-writing courses, such as Specifications and 
Contracts, most taught their students to write as part of their 
regular training, sometimes with specific requirements for pa- 
pers—“dissertations,” “memoirs,” or “theses”—in each course, 
term, or year.*° With enrollments rising as middle-class students 
clambered to enter an emerging field with high opportunity and 
status, these requirements were lowered.** Moreover, to handle 
the enrollment increases (and to keep abreast of developments in 
industry) professional schools hired faculty from industry who 
had received little or no liberal arts training. Neither the students 
nor the faculty were much concerned with niceties of style or 
liberal learning. Tensions between the two “cultures” increased. 

Around the turn of the century, the young engineering schools 
were assaulted by a chorus of complaints from employers about 
the poor writing of their graduates.*’ But instead of engineering 
faculty addressing the problem themselves, using their knowl- 
edge, experience, and skill as writers of engineering documents, 
they invited in specialists, following the model set by the universi- 
ties thirty years before by giving English teachers responsibility 
for teaching general-composition courses. The professional asso- 
ciations showed interest in improving student writing—they 
could hardly afford to ignore it, considering writing’s importance 
to the professional lives of their students. But that interest was 
professionally detached. Others must solve the problem. Where 
English departments balked at offering specialized writing 
courses, engineering schools hired their own English teachers, 
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and in some places even set up their own English or humanities 
departments. 

At the University of Michigan, for example, the College of 
Engineering hired in 1895 an English professor, Abraham 
Strauss, to teach composition courses for students in the college. 
By 1908 these courses had evolved into a separate department of 
English in the College of Engineering, offering courses in litera- 
ture and history, as well as in report writing (1914) and other 
genres. The department also taught students from dentistry, phar- 
macology, and architecture, who preferred a less belletristic ap- 
proach than that offered by the English department in the College 
of Literature, Science, and the Arts. Engineering departments 
at other comprehensive universities, such as the University of 
Washington, created similar departments in the period between 
the world wars to teach writing and humanities courses that fit 
the program and perspective of their students. But whether the 
technical-writing teachers were formally attached to English or to 
engineering, they held low status. English departments considered 
technical-writing courses a tiresome service to engineering and 
other professional schools, beneath the teaching of literature. 
Engineering schools considered writing an important adjunct, 
but only an adjunct, beneath the teaching of engineering. The 
growth of specialization, with its consequent increase in knowl- 
edge, exerted insistent pressure against writing courses from the 
beginning, pressure that could only be temporarily overcome. 

English teachers in engineering schools responded in the insti- 
tutionally sanctioned way: they banded together to share knowl- 
edge and lobby for their interests. Two English teachers joined 
the Society for the Promotion of Engineering Education (SPEE) 
in 1899. Others followed, and by 1914 there was an English 
Committee, headed by Samuel Earle, a Ph.D. in Anglo-Saxon 
philology who had agreed to head the Tufts University technical- 
writing courses for want of work teaching literature. He liked the 
job and began to realize its possibilities. A professional literature 
began to develop. Technical-writing textbooks appeared just 
after the turn of the century, at first highly derivative of general- 
composition texts, but in time they became more fully responsive 
to the special needs of engineers. Through SPEE’s English Com- 
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mittee, the technical-writing teachers began to develop their own 
scholarly literature and professional meetings. 

The distance between technical-writing courses and technical 
courses (as well as the professions themselves) is evident in the 
early approaches to technical writing. With few exceptions, these 
centered on an atomistic analysis of language (“inserting commas 
or revamping awkward sentences”) and, later, on the form of the 
final product, rather than on the rhetorical considerations of 
audience and professional context or the process of composing 
technical discourse. “A technical-forms approach had become all 
but absolute by the late thirties,” Connors concludes. Because 
technical-writing teachers ordinarily had little contact with prac- 
ticing engineers, the language and product approaches were more 
accessible than the rhetorical or process approaches, which re- 
quired a familiarity with the activities of the profession.” 

But despite the organizational separation of writing instruc- 
tion, technical-writing teachers repeatedly attempted to connect 
their work with that of the technical courses and enlist the aid of 
the engineering faculty. There were many coordination experi- 
ments between engineers and technical-writing teachers similar 
to the early MIT program, experiments supported for a time by 
faculty, administrators, and professional organizations. Samuel 
Earle had the writing teachers on his staff sit in on engineering 
courses and participate in discussions of writing in those 
courses.’ At several institutions, the English staff commented on 
reports written for technical courses or even graded the papers 
for “the writing,” as at MIT.°*' At a handful of institutions, 
engineering professors met with the technical-writing staff to 
discuss writing assignments.” 

However, the impetus for coordination came almost exclu- 
sively from the writing teachers. They lobbied the professional 
association for recognition and support, held conferences on 
writing to which they invited engineering faculty, and asked 
industry representatives to speak at conventions about the impor- 
tance of writing to engineers.’ Coordination programs neverthe- 
less remained only experiments, noted in the literature because 
they were anomalous. Engineering professors as a group rarely 
heeded the many calls for coordination between instructors in 
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writing and the technical courses, though the many reports on 
engineering students’ writing problems published over the last 
century list such coordination as an essential prerequisite to prog- 
ress. A 1925 survey of English in technical colleges found that 
only six had some form of coordination, though 70 percent 
of the responding administrators considered such coordination 
“fundamental.” The 1939 Hammond Report on English in engi- 
neering schools noted that only eight institutions had meetings 
between engineering and technical-writing faculty. 

By the 1930s, enthusiasm for such efforts had begun to cool 
among technical-writing teachers. They complained of a lack of 
understanding among engineering faculty, for whom writing was 
thought of too often as “little more than grammar and punctua- 
tion.”*’ Others resisted coordination because “the department of 
English almost necessarily becomes subsidiary to the technical 
departments and consequently suffers loss of prestige which it 
very much needs.”** W. O. Sypherd, a leading technical-writing 
teacher, complained in 1939 that, after thirty years in the profes- 
sion, the most troubling problem he saw was the “appalling lack 
of writing in connection with [students’] technical courses” and 
the lack of time in the curriculum for students to “read and write 
and think and confer and digest.”’’ As Earle had noted in 1912, 
it was impossible for technical-writing instructors to teach stu- 
dents to write “for all engineering specialties” without the active 
participation of engineering faculty.” Yet the specialization of 
the curriculum and the consequent pressure for disciplinary excel- 
lence (seen in terms of covering more material) tended to squeeze 
writing into the margins of the various engineering curricula. 
And even the writing courses themselves had to compete for 
increasingly scarce space in the crowded curricula. At lowa State 
in 1881, for example, there were catalog-mandated writing 
courses or requirements in all eight semesters; by 1981 the re- 
quirements had dwindled to only one semester of freshman com- 
position. 

Utilitarian writing instruction was also marginalized by the 
early and recurring conflict within engineering, which pitted gen- 
eral education—liberal culture—against technical training, both 
within technical-writing courses and within the whole engi- 
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neering curriculum. Accrediting bodies periodically recom- 
mended more humanities courses for engineers, but generally 
these discussions considered writing courses not as part of the 
humanities but rather as “remedial” or “technical.” Because most 
technical-writing instructors were trained in literary studies— 
another discipline from another and sometimes antagonistic “cul- 
ture”—tensions were widespread. Within the technical-writing 
courses, some advocated a literary approach of the kind Aydelotte 
had introduced at MIT, often structured around readings from 
the literary canon that treated science. Literary anthologies were 
even published specifically for technical-writing courses. Others 
advocated a purely technical approach, intimately tied to the 
technical content of other courses, instead of “highfalutin non- 
sense,” as one engineering professor described literary courses in 
engineering.”’ There has been a running debate, from the turn 
of the century to the present, over whether technical-writing 
instructors should be drawn from English or from engineering. 
But the point has been moot. Poor pay, low status, and few 
opportunities for advancement have deterred engineering stu- 
dents from making a career of technical-writing instruction.” 

In fact, the problem of a disciplinary home for technical writing 
solved itself in academia’s usual way: technical writing became 
a discipline itself. After World War II, technical writing evolved 
into a distinct profession, technical communication, to serve aca- 
demia, government, and industry (see chapter 8). Ironically, the 
Progressive-Era faith in democratic communication and coopera- 
tion was undercut by its positivistic faith in the power of profes- 
sional experts. Writing, like other activities, became yet another 
specialty in academia and in “real life.”°' 


Business Writing 


Business writing, that most prevalent form of utilitarian commu- 
nication, was also caught in the net of specialization before the 
twentieth century was well begun. Throughout the nineteenth 
century, private business schools and penmanship schools had 
trained clerks in the mechanical and formal aspects of business 
writing.” Many nineteenth-century rhetorics taught letter writing 
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as well, and there were numerous “letter writers,” books of model 
correspondence to help those Americans who were insecure about 
their writing. But the rapid growth of business radically acceler- 
ated and transformed business education. 

In the 1880s, cities created “high schools of commerce” at the 
behest of industrial interests to train clerical workers. The new 
service-oriented universities formed business schools and depart- 
ments to train managers, beginning with the University of Penn- 
sylvania’s Wharton School in 1881. The University of Chicago 
and the University of California followed in 1899 as the Progres- 
sive Era gained steam; and by the time the stock market crashed 
in 1929, there were more than one hundred separately organized 
business schools and hundreds of degree programs housed within 
other schools. Business degrees accounted for 3.2 percent of all 
degrees in 1920, reaching 15.5 percent by 1949 after the influx 
of GI’s.” 

Many of the first university business schools were founded by 
economics professors with a practical bent (at Tulane University 
of Louisiana; University of Chicago) or as training grounds for 
civil servants (at Wharton School; Harvard University). These 
schools had a strong liberal arts component. But most business 
schools, both secondary and university, were founded to meet 
the demand for functionaries trained in specific vocational skills, 
such as New York University’s (NYU) school of commerce, which 
began as a course to prepare accountants for the Certified Public 
Accountant (CPA) examination. Courses with a strong practical 
component (regular, night, and extension) abounded in all areas 
of business and public affairs, including typewriting and advertis- 
ing, even journalism and government.™ Although academics with 
cultural and research interests often looked with disdain on the 
new business schools and commercial courses, trustees, legisla- 
tors, and administrators supported them, and tolerance won out. 

Business-writing courses were in demand in the new schools. 
High schools of commerce taught letter writing along with typing 
and shorthand, aided by textbooks that emphasized proper form 
and formula phrases. The first collegiate business-writing course 
apparently began at the University of Illinois in 1902, the same 
year that the business school was founded. Andrew S. Draper, 
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the university’s president, had never attended college and insisted 
that college should prepare students “for all of the skilled employ- 
ments, all [of] the constructive industries, and all of the commer- 
cial activities.”~ By 1909, the first college-level business-writing 
texts had appeared, generally as formulaic as their high-school 
counterparts and as dependent on static abstractions as general- 
composition texts. In 1916, George Burton Hotchkiss of NYU 
published his highly influential Business English, Principles and 
Practice, in which he introduced the famous “Five C’s” (com- 
pleteness, consideration, clarity, courtesy, correctness), which 
still endure in business-writing textbooks.” By 1930 more than 
half of all undergraduate business schools required such a course 
(often the only one required), and many others also required a 
separate course in report writing.” 

Both employers and alumni repeatedly insisted that training in 
writing and in speaking were the most important elements of 
business education. In James H. S. Bossard’s and J. Frederic 
Dewhurst’s massive 1931 study, 92 percent of alumni ranked 
their training in the “English language” as the most important, 
10 percent higher than the next most important element, and 
other studies before and since have reported similar attitudes. 
Employers displayed their dissatisfaction with the writing of busi- 
ness-school graduates not only by their frequent complaints but 
also by their in-house efforts to improve their employees’ writing. 
As early as the 1910s, some companies conducted studies of 
employee writing to find ways of improving communications and 
increasing efficiency, though the results of these studies seem to 
have had little impact on the teaching of writing.” The 1920s saw 
the beginnings of writing components in management-training 
programs and corporate writing specialists. For example, a major 
bank hired a “former professor of English to edit and revise all 
of its letters and reports,” claiming it was “cheaper in the long 
run to handle it this way than to attempt to give a course in 
English to our executives.” 

But as in engineering schools, the business schools tended to 
segregate writing courses from the rest of the curriculum, largely 
for the same reasons. Business faculty did not feel that they were 
qualified, or they had no interest in teaching writing. Business 
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schools were highly specialized from the beginning—by industry 
in the early years (transportation, manufacturing, banking, etc.) 
and later by function (marketing, accounting, management, etc.). 
Moreover, large classes in business colleges encouraged the hiring 
of faculty from recognized specialties, leaving writing courses 
(not yet a specialty) to be taught by English teachers. Although 
the major reports on business-school curricula all mention the 
importance of faculty’s teaching or reinforcing student writing, 
all mention the budgetary constraints on such instruction.” Fac- 
ulty recognized “the primary importance of training in English, 
albeit there is too often the tacit assumption that this problem, 
like the weather, is one about which nothing much can be done,” 
as Bossard and Dewhurst lamented (106). 

On the other side of the curricular divide, English departments 
resented the intrusion of commercial courses in their curriculum 
and either refused to teach them or assigned low-ranking or part- 
time faculty to the task (often women). Bossard and Dewhurst 
found that, although there was widespread dissatisfaction with 
the English departments’ instruction among business schools be- 
cause literature professors were “often not friendly to the atmo- 
sphere of business,” only a few business schools had their own 
English department but that “such as do are very pleased with 
the results” (339). Generally, they found that “where English 
departments cooperate and consent to the selection or designa- 
tion of some member of their staff to develop courses adapted to 
business needs,” the business schools were more than willing to 
let English faculty teach them, but “where English departments 
have shown no interest in such courses, the adapted courses are 
given by the school of business, sometimes openly and by mutual 
consent of all concerned, and sometimes surreptitiously by offer- 
ing such courses under somewhat flexible titles.””’ 

Business-writing teachers, like their fellows in technical writ- 
ing, responded to the segregation by creating a professional asso- 
ciation and literature of their own. Discontented with the position 
and status of business writing, teachers from secondary schools, 
universities, and industry joined to form the American Business 
Communications Association (ABCA) in 1935 and soon pub- 
lished their own journal, books, and position papers. Business 
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writing was on its way to becoming another academic discipline, 
with its own traditions and interests. As happened to technical- 
writing instruction, the specialization and marginalization of 
business-writing courses tended to isolate business-writing in- 
struction from the activity of business. As I noted earlier regarding 
internal correspondence, business-writing courses took many 
years, even decades, to reflect changes in business practice. And 
until recent decades, business-writing courses, like technical-writ- 
ing courses, emphasized the stylistic and formal aspects of busi- 
ness writing rather than the communicative or rhetorical as- 
pects.” 


The Case Method: Another Tacit Tradition 


Business schools have had since the 1910s an indigenous tradition 
of instruction that is heavily dependent on extended writing: the 
case method. But it did not influence business-writing courses 
until recently. The case method began at the new Harvard Univer- 
sity Graduate School of Business Administration, founded in 
1908 as a business parallel to professional schools of medicine 
and law. The law-school-trained dean thought that the study of 
specific cases would give business education the methodological 
rigor (and status) of legal training, which had traditionally used 
written analyses of cases to teach and examine law students. 
Most of the faculty had practical business experience and saw 
the case method as a way of tying professional academic training 
to “real life.” Initially, the case method brought students in direct 
contact with business people and problems. The faculty invited 
executives into classes to present students with specific problems 
from their firms. The students then each wrote a “report” recom- 
mending a course of action, which the executives, faculty, and 
students discussed. Writing was initially an important part of 
the method. Written analysis of cases (known then as WAC, 
coincidentally) was a frequent activity and, later, a yearlong 
required course. In addition, students in all courses could be (and 
often were) required to revise unacceptable case analyses.” 
Proponents of the case method often praised it as a means of 
improving students’ writing.”* It offered an intriguing option 
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for incorporating writing into service-oriented courses; united 
pedagogy, research, and professional practice by rhetorical means 
in the process of analyzing and producing texts; connected the 
genres of a profession to students’ writing, linking text and con- 
text; and acquainted students with the activity of the profession 
in the process of teaching the rhetorical problems and writing 
conventions of business. Students had to read, sift, and discuss 
documents, weigh options, and formulate plans. Research and 
note-taking were integrated with the discipline’s conventions of 
presentation, and writing could become central to teaching, not 
ancillary. Moreover, case analysis was collaborative, both 
through classroom discussion and through study groups, which 
were organized to expedite analysis and, at times, to write group 
reports. Indeed, the method has a long and distinguished history 
in the teaching of rhetoric, dating from Roman education’s use 
of cases for advanced training in public speaking, a tradition 
that endures in law schools today, though in vestigial form.” In 
addition to business disciplines, other professional fields, such as 
psychology, sociology, social work, education, and vocational 
agriculture, experimented with cases in the 1920s and 1930s. And 
by the 1960s, even some of the traditional humanities disciplines, 
such as history and literature, were using books of cases published 
for students.”° 

However, the case method was time-consuming for faculty, as 
well as for students. At Harvard, the method left little time for 
research other than the investigation that went into producing 
the cases. But the pedagogy quickly evolved into a research 
method itself, as faculty collected cases and published them in 
handsome volumes on the model of legal cases. Teams of post- 
graduate assistants helped faculty collect material and write cases, 
and a large literature evolved. Elaborate conventions of pres- 
enting cases quickly developed, so that it became a genre or 
“literary form,” as a pioneer case writer described it, “closest to 
the detective story.””’ 

Despite the possibilities of the method, its potential for writing 
instruction was barely realized before the 1970s, either by instruc- 
tors in business or by those in business writing. As the method 
developed, oral analysis tended to dominate the pedagogy. With 
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ten or more cases per week, writing about each was impossible.” 
Business faculty rarely exploited in a systematic way the method’s 
potential for improving writing. In the early years of the case 
method, Harvard employed a staff of “women graders” to correct 
students’ case analyses for “grammar and style.”” Later at Har- 
vard and elsewhere, a few faculty were assigned to teach a sepa- 
rate course in case writing.”° Efforts to improve writing therefore 
tended to remain isolated in specific courses, and discussions of 
the case instruction rarely addressed questions of writing instruc- 
tion or rhetoric. Writing remained largely transparent in this 
pedagogy, as it had in others. 

Nor did the case method have a continuing influence on busi- 
ness-writing instruction. Beginning in the 1940s, Harvard began 
a series of efforts to popularize the method. Some 227 faculty 
from around the nation learned to research, write, and teach 
cases in a case-method training program sponsored by the Ford 
Foundation. Not one of the participants was a business-writing 
teacher. In 1968-69 alone, Harvard’s clearinghouse for cases 
distributed some 1.3 million copies of cases to faculty around the 
country. But not until the 1970s did writing teachers begin to use 
extended cases in their teaching in any systematic way. The first 
attempts to use the massive body of extant case material as a 
source for teaching writing came in the 1980s.*’ The walls of 
specialization remained secure, even with a method that was 
specifically developed to break down the barriers of academic 
discourse through utility. 

If the ideals of research and utility helped to destroy the old 
curriculum’s single, undifferentiated approach to language in- 
struction through unrelenting specialization and professionaliza- 
tion of knowledge and work, the ideals of research and utility 
nevertheless offered to academia several new options for teaching 
writing through engagement with the social and material worlds: 
the new genres of research paper, laboratory report, and case 
study, as well as the new curricular structures in discipline-specific 
writing courses. But these new traditions were almost entirely 
tacit, outside the realm of discussion within or among disciplines. 
Their advocates accepted the demands of specialization and 
stayed politely within their respective corners of academia. As a 
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result of the patterned isolation, proponents of these pedagogical 
traditions rarely became aware that they were options for teach- 
ing writing in the disciplines. Cut off from meaningful debate 
among disciplines, some traditions (such as the case study) have 
only recently begun to develop their potential for initiating stu- 
dents into discourse communities across the curriculum; other 
traditions (the research paper, for instance) have become desic- 
cated through lack of contact with the activities of disciplinary 
research, which might have given them substance and vitality. 

Tacit traditions remained tacit because academia had no shared 
vocabulary, no institutional forums for discussing discipline- 
specific writing instruction. Because writing within the disci- 
plines appeared transparent, academics found it possible to put 
aside the problem of discipline-specific writing instruction to 
pursue the ideals of research and utility without considering the 
implications of writing instruction for students. And the myth 
that writing was a transient problem, capable of a single dramatic 
solution, endured despite continuing complaints about students’ 
“illiteracy.” 
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WRITING AND SOCIAL 
EFFICIENCY 


The Cooperation Movement 


A. America’s schools and colleges entered the twentieth cen- 
tury, they faced a central dilemma. Urbanization and industrial- 
ization had specialized knowledge and work to an unprecedented 
extent. Society demanded that educational institutions create new 
specialized knowledge and train specialized workers—both pro- 
fessional experts and efficient laborers—on whom urban-indus- 
trial America depended for its growth. But the nation also de- 
manded that educational institutions promote the social 
cohesiveness on which urban-industrial America depended for its 
stability. As cities grew, the old rural and small-town social 
structures became inadequate for the complex demands of urban 
life, and during the Progressive Era, Americans increasingly 
looked to education to bring about community, cooperation, 
and democracy in society. Reformers of many stripes sought a 
“general education” to restore community.’ 

The use and teaching of language reflected this dilemma. On 
the one hand, language instruction was a means of differentiation. 
Language served as a tool for sorting students, and writing in- 
struction (or the lack of it) was often a vital part of preparing 
them for specialized social and economic roles. On the other 
hand, language instruction was a powerful unifying force, at least 
potentially—though there were many competing versions of a 
unified society and of a “common” language. Early-twentieth- 
century educators’ reactions to this dilemma were as varied and 
contradictory as the Progressive Era itself. But from the Ameri- 
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canization movement in the teeming urban ghettos to the great- 
books movement in pastoral liberal arts colleges, language in- 
struction in general education became a rallying point for reform- 
ers searching for a common denominator to weave together the 
disparate threads of an increasingly complex polity. 

In part two (chapters 5, 6, and 7), | examine three versions of 
general education—each a response to the widespread desire that 
education should foster community and social harmony in a 
society where knowledge and work were becoming increasingly 
specialized. In this chapter I look at the “social efficiency” version 
of general education, championed by what Lawrence Cremin has 
called the “administrative progressives.”’ In those first crucial 
years of the new century, as the modern curricular and adminis- 
trative structure of secondary and higher education took shape, 
a new cadre of professional administrators, preaching the gospel 
of social efficiency, wholeheartedly embraced curricular special- 
ization and institutional differentiation, stressing the democratic 
values of variety and choice. Unity would come from diversity, 
coherence from distribution requirements. Its response to the 
writing problem was the cooperation movement. The new admin- 
istrative organization would harness the resources of all schools 
and disciplines to provide “efficient” or cost-effective language 
instruction, primarily through remediation. But despite its ges- 
tures toward cooperation, the educational philosophy of this 
“cult of efficiency,” as Raymond C. Callahan has dubbed it, was 
largely antithetical to writing and writing instruction outside of 
English composition classes; and in the first three decades of the 
century, this conflict led administrative progressives to abandon 
a central genre of student writing, the essay examination, in favor 
of what they considered to be more efficient: “objective” tests. 

In chapter 6 I take up the great-books version of general educa- 
tion, which grew out of what Veysey terms “liberal culture” and 
was most influential in the humanities, particularly in English. 
Oriented toward the past, it was essentially the newly profession- 
alized humanities’ reaction against the unrelenting expansion of 
scientific specialization in the new elective curriculum, a reasser- 
tion of conservative values in the face of rapid change. Its response 
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to the writing problem was to encourage the reading and discus- 
sion of literary masterpieces, the “great tradition.” 

Finally, in chapter 7 I take up a third version of general educa- 
tion, the Deweyan “social perspective,” which grew out of the 
social sciences. Oriented toward contemporary problems and 
convinced of the schools’ role in bringing about rational social 
change, this version of general education developed the Deweyan 
progressives’ assertion of the social nature of education, affirming 
the unity of the students’ experiences against the alienating effects 
of modern industrial society. Its response to the writing problem 
centered on the organic growth of individual writing ability 
through student-centered activities. 

Despite their profound differences, philosophical, psychologi- 
cal, economic, political, and pedagogical, all claimed the names 
of general education and liberal education for their respective 
projects, and all promised to knit together an increasingly divided 
society through “democratic” educational reform. Before the new 
century was half over, general education, like democracy, had 
become a god-term; everyone proclaimed it a worthy goal, but 
few agreed on its meaning. To add to the confusion, elements of 
all three claimed to be “progressive,” as did reformers in many 
areas of national life during the Progressive Era. (In this discus- 
sion I follow Cremin by distinguishing “administrative progres- 
sives” from “Deweyan progressives,” though I am well aware 
that the two perspectives were often closely intertwined, both in 
theory and in practice.) 

Ultimately, the administrative progressives and their theory of 
social efficiency won out in the curricular battle over general 
education. In the institutional structure of mass education, gen- 
eral education became not a coherent philosophy but another set 
of electives. At certain times and in certain places, both liberal 
culture and the Deweyan progressives successfully resisted the 
administrative progressives, but both made crucial compromises 
with social efficiency because each contained contradictory values 
that prevented concerted action against it. General-education 
reformers, pursuing a particular philosophy either of the left 
or of the right, were often allowed free reign within specific 


137 


THE SEARCH FOR COMMUNITY 


compartments of the curriculum, for the modern educational 
system, with its additive organizational structure, was big enough 
and differentiated enough to include them. But mass education 
ultimately responded to its organizational imperatives rather than 
to any one philosophy. 

All three versions assumed that general education should im- 
prove students’ writing in one way or another, but there was 
little consensus on where, when, how, and why it should. Thus, 
reforms in writing instruction were effectively marginalized into 
certain courses or programs or specialized institutions instead of 
becoming truly general. There were even elements within all three 
versions of general education that sought to abolish general- 
composition courses—though in different ways for very different 
reasons. In the end, secondary and higher education retained the 
fiercely reductive misconceptions of writing and writing instruc- 
tion, which had grown up in the late nineteenth century, views 
that coincided with the administrative progressives’ reductive 
view of learning. The myth of transience endured. 


Social Efficiency on General Education 


The administrative progressives shared the widespread Progres- 
sive-Era faith in the power of scientific organization to redeem 
social ills, including illiteracy (by whatever definition). The domi- 
nant curricular theory in secondary schools, social efficiency, was 
explicitly borrowed from industry, where systematic or “scien- 
tific”? management had become a dominant force in the 1890s.” 
Scientific management would effect the necessary curricular 
changes as it rationalized the administration of secondary and 
higher education by supplanting the old individual, face-to-face 
structures of control (principal or president to faculty) with an 
impersonal hierarchical system (a complex educational bureau- 
cracy). Social efficiency sought community through differentia- 
tion, on the analogy of an efficient machine and its parts, unlike 
the Deweyan progressives or advocates of liberal culture who in 
their different ways sought community through organic function- 
ing, on the analogy of the growing plant. It adapted the methods 
of industrial organization to build a highly differentiated curricu- 
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lum, which would prepare students for specific roles in industry 
after first sorting them by future occupation—“prognosticating,” 
as its central theorist, Edward L. Thorndike, put it—by means 
of the new “objective” tests first used on a mass scale during 
World War I.* 

“Scientific” curriculum specialists carried testing and industrial 
time study to their logical conclusion. David Snedden, Werrett 
Wallace Charters, and Franklin Bobbitt analyzed in minute detail 
adults’ daily activities, both on the job and elsewhere, then made 
copious lists of instructional objectives for schools—some three 
thousand for English alone in a 1926 NCTE-sponsored study, 
The Place and Function of English in American Life.’ Administra- 
tors tracked students by their probable future vocations (as deter- 
mined by intelligence tests), selected teaching objectives from the 
job-study lists and, voila: an efficient curriculum. Students bound 
for engineering would study trigonometry; future secretaries 
would learn Werrett Wallace Charters’ 871 “day-to-day activities 
of secretaries as determined by job analysis,” and so on—at 
great savings to the student in time, to the society in social 
“maladjustment,” to the taxpayer in school funds, and to indus- 
try in training costs.° 

Clearly, social efficiency was probusiness; schools were the 
direct servants of industry. Though proponents of social effi- 
ciency claimed to be apolitical (they merely provided scientific 
tools to accomplish social progress), their whole methodology 
reinforced the position of systematic management. Labor con- 
flicts demonstrated the need for schools to teach the scientific 
principles of “cooperation,” which would prevent these conflicts 
by showing workers and owners that scientific management was 
in their best interests. In its purest forms, as embodied in Snedden 
and Thorndike, for example, social efficiency embraced eugenics: 
the nation would be run by highly intelligent individuals (deter- 
mined by intelligence quotient tests) with very specialized ad- 
vanced training; based on IQ tests, “dull normals” would be 
trained for routine labor, “subnormals” sterilized. Democracy 
would thus be redefined along more “efficient” and “scientific” 
lines.’ 

In its more moderate and dominant forms, as expressed by 
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Bobbitt and Charters, social efficiency allowed schools to pre- 
serve the structure of the traditional disciplines but reoriented 
instruction to accomplish differentiation and improve social con- 
trol. The majority of social-efficiency experts also held more 
moderate views on tracking than did Thorndike and Snedden. But 
all embraced the industrial model, the principle of differentiated 
schools based on predicted vocational or social role, and the 
notion that experts would control and manage the curriculum in 
the interests of social and economic efficiency.” 

From the social-efficiency perspective, then, general education 
amounted to teaching each student the skills outlined in the 
cardinal principles of 1918. Some skills—health, citizenship, 
“worthy home-membership”—were indeed common to all, 
though they would be taught differently to students from different 
social backgrounds. But other skills—“vocation,” “worthy use 
of leisure,” and, significantly, “fundamental processes,” such as 
writing—were clearly dependent on one’s future role. 


Social Efficiency on Writing 


In its most doctrinaire form, social efficiency insisted that writing, 
one of those “fundamental processes,” should not be taught as a 
single, general skill to all students but as specific subskills to 
groups of students preparing for specific careers. David Snedden, 
for example, argued that “in the every-day world people do not 
compose written compositions in the abstract and purposeless 
manner called for by the schools.” Instead, they write in specific 
genres for specific activities: “friendly letters, and sometimes 
business letters” for all or almost all; editorials, sermons, newspa- 
per articles, poetry, fiction, scientific articles, for “special classes 
of men.” Accordingly, he called on schools to “abandon general 
courses designated by such repellent terms as ‘written composi- 
tion’ and substitute therefore a variety of courses, each designed 
to train directly for some one type of functional performance as 
that is found in the world of real work.”” With his usual consis- 
tency, Snedden suggested that these courses should be taught in 
the appropriate schools or tracks by specialists in those forms of 
writing. 
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With his typical iconoclasm, he attacked head-on the conven- 
tional wisdom about writing instruction. Despite “traditional 
dogmas, the inventions of pedants,” he said, 


the finer expressional qualities of a rhetorical nature can best be produced 
when the writer has reached the point where he is eager to communicate 
to a real or imagined audience on the assumption that he has something 
of importance to say to such an audience. In the absence of such pressure 
it seems exceedingly doubtful whether valuable stylistic qualities are 
capable of being produced by systematic training, however prolonged 
or rigorous [296-97]. 


And he pointed to mounting evidence of the failure of general- 
composition courses and the widespread discouragement of com- 
position teachers over their ability to train quickly students in 
those “finer expressional qualities.” 

But the schools clung to “traditional dogmas” and continued 
to teach general-composition courses. The obvious and rigorous 
tracking called for by hard-line administrative progressives was 
politically unpalatable—too undemocratic for a system based on 
increasing educational opportunity. The hard-liners’ approach to 
writing instruction was sometimes incorporated into instruction, 
though never in any systematic way. Students in various kinds of 
schools (or tracks within the new comprehensive schools) were 
taught writing of a vocational nature, and general-composition 
courses were modified to suit particular clienteles. But overall, 
moderates held onto the notion of writing as a single generalizable 
skill, to be taught primarily in English courses as remediation. 

As I noted in chapter 1, this view (based largely upon eigh- 
teenth-century faculty psychology and, in education, the theory 
of mental discipline) reduced writing to a discrete mental faculty 
or set of skills, independent of social or disciplinary factors, which 
is learned once and for all by mastering specific information, 
often through mechanical drill. This reductive view of writing fit 
perfectly with the administrative progressives’ need for system 
and quantification. Progress could be measured in the number of 
errors reduced per dollar invested, students taught and tracked 
according to their errors. One of the first actions of the newly 
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formed NCTE was to set up a Committee on Economy of Time 
in English, headed by Edwin M. Hopkins of Kansas, who a 
decade earlier had calculated the teacher-hours per forensic and 
concluded that forensics must end. Studies of “efficiency” in 
writing instruction abounded." 

The psychology of administrative progressives, like that of 
industrial management, was primarily a mechanistic behavior- 
ism. Students were deficient adults in need of remediation, passive 
receptors of discrete bits of knowledge and skill. The goal, as 
Bobbitt put it in 1918, was to make an evermore efficient “man- 
and-steel machine.” '' This narrow view of writing allowed writ- 
ing instruction to be reduced to merely another cog in the educa- 
tional machine, part of a system that reduced all fields to discrete 
facts and skills. According to the administrative progressives’ 
“deficit theory” of learning, generally educated persons had a 
certain number of facts and skills at their disposal. Schooling 
remedied any deficits a person had in as efficient a manner as 
possible. 

A less useful theory in promoting shared responsibility for 
language instruction would be hard to imagine. It discouraged 
the study of language in its various disciplinary and social con- 
texts—the very areas where cooperation would have to take root 
in the differentiated curriculum. Instead, it encouraged classifying 
and counting errors, atomistic measures of linguistic perfor- 
mance, remedial correctives, and, most importantly, the separa- 
tion of writing and “content” instruction, a conceptual split 
between language and learning. Ultimately, it helped further the 
rationalization and specialization of curriculum and instruction 
by viewing language as a transparent, objective system, which 
need not be examined in social terms, instead of as a complex, 
intersubjective medium, which underlay the specialization of ur- 
ban-industrial life. And though organicistic, transactional ap- 
proaches were being developed among composition teachers and, 
on a wider scale, among educational theorists (see chapter 7), 
these formulations had comparatively little effect on classroom 
practice.” 

Administrative progressives rejected the most radical measures 
for teaching writing, such as Snedden’s, and fell back on a safe, 
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if ambiguous compromise. Responsibility would remain poised 
somewhere between the English teacher and every teacher. Stu- 
dents would learn to write for everyone in general and no one in 
particular (except the individual teacher). Writing would remain 
a way of demonstrating learning, not of acquiring it. And writing 
would be a low-level, mechanical skill, unworthy of attention at 
higher levels of education—except through remedial measures. 
When confronted with complaints about poor student writing, 
administrative progressives clung to the hope that teachers from 
all disciplines could be mobilized to reinforce that skill, if only 
the proper administrative arrangements could be devised. A “gen- 
erally educated person,” they reasoned, must master that skill, 
that fundamental process, and if one course could not teach the 
skill, then others would cooperate. As the new century got under 
way a movement began to organize teachers to deal with the 
problem, a movement based on a common Progressive-Era ideal: 
cooperation. 


The Cooperation Movement 


As with so many other educational and political movements 
born in the late 1890s and nourished in the climate of prewar 
optimism, reformers of every stripe, from socialists to genteel 
reactionaries, embraced the principle of cooperation in writing 
instruction. But it was administrative progressives who most 
zealously sought to place writing instruction on a sound scientific 
foundation by enlisting the aid of all teachers—and even relevant 
social-service agencies. The cooperation movement reflected the 
complex and often-contradictory enthusiasm for school reform 
during the Progressive Era, though it is important to remember 
that the movement was well launched before “progressive educa- 
tion” congealed into an organized movement after World War I. 

Although the Committee of Ten had endorsed facultywide 
cooperation in writing instruction in 1892, the idea found its first 
coherent formulation in 1901, when the New England Associa- 
tion of Teachers of English published a leaflet entitled “Successful 
Combination Against the Inert,” which outlined a program of 
cooperation that would enlist secondary and college faculty from 
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all disciplines to improve students’ language, both spoken and 
written.’ During the next twenty-odd years, dozens of articles 
appeared on the subject, both in the professional journals and in 
the national press. Hundreds of programs began at the school, 
district, and state levels. In 1924, teachers at the NCTE conven- 
tion ranked cooperation as the highest priority for improving 
instruction, and a national survey of freshman-composition 
courses listed it as one of five significant trends in instruction." 

The impetus for cooperation in writing instruction, as with so 
many other Progressive-Era reform movements, came first from 
crusading journalists. Nation, Harper’s Monthly Magazine, and 
New Republic carried on the already-venerable tradition of com- 
plaint by pointing out the “illiteracy” of secondary and college 
students. They called for a cooperative assault on this new educa- 
tional problem. As a Nation editor wrote in 1908, it is a “crying 
scandal. ... Merely from the point of view of waste of money it 
cries for a remedy. ... What the student gains in one hour he 
throws out in the next. [With cooperation] the expense of training 
him in English will be greatly lessened.”*’ 

Reform-minded administrators responded with such a variety 
of cooperation programs or “schemes,” as they were called, that 
a single definition of cooperation is impossible. For some, cooper- 
ation meant that instructors from outside the English department 
taught writing within their courses. For others, it meant that the 
whole faculty set and enforced standards for writing while the 
English department taught all writing in the curriculum (or cor- 
rected student writing from all classes). For still others, coopera- 
tion meant that administrators placed controls on writing assign- 
ments in the whole curriculum or that there would be community 
involvement in language instruction organized by administrators. 
Everyone agreed that each teacher should in some sense be an 
English teacher, but which English should be taught to which 
students, by what methods, and for what ends? 

Experiments abounded. One fairly common practice was to 
have English teachers correct papers written in content-area 
courses, on the assumption that non-English teachers were not 
qualified to evaluate writing. In a few schools the papers for 
content-area courses were both written and graded in English 
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classes, and students even used content-area texts in English 
class—practices that caused some friction.'® 

Reformers often praised the cooperation scheme at Cicero, 
Illinois, a high school with a high immigrant population. The 
principal convinced the school board to limit English enrollment 
to sixty students per teacher. English teachers’ release time was 
spent working with social studies classes to improve students’ 
speaking and writing. English teachers graded every social studies 
paper according to a formula, and both history and English 
teachers were required to devote a specific amount of time in 
each class period to recitation of various types and instruction 
on specific errors, all closely monitored by the principal, with red 
pen and stopwatch.” 

As the systematization of American education marched steadily 
on, the new bureaucratic apparatus pursued reform measures to 
address problems of writing instruction on a wider scale. School 
districts and state education departments made cooperation 
schemes part of their master plans, prescribing specific kinds and 
amounts of oral and written work in various components of 
the curriculum. The new centers of educational research studied 
cooperation and published their findings. National commissions 
charged with formulating educational policy addressed the issue. 
The NCTE in particular devoted a chapter of its landmark reorga- 
nization report (1917) to describing and recommending coopera- 
tion—in the section of the report devoted to “administrative 
problems.”’* For the administrative progressives, efficiency was 
the watchword, in the expanding educational system as in the 
burgeoning industrial sector. 


Cooperation and Curricular Specialization 


Administrative progressives justified these structures of control 
by pointing to the most obvious fact of educational life for Pro- 
gressive-Era schools and colleges: sheer growth in numbers. 
High-school enrollment jumped from half a million in 1900 to 
almost three million in 1928, and college enrollment almost tri- 
pled (as a percentage of the population) during the same period.”” 
To teach writing to so many students, administrators argued, 
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teachers must cooperate. But numbers alone did not create the 
need for cooperation. There would have been no calls for cooper- 
ative schemes if America had simply built more one-room school- 
houses on the rural model or more of the sectarian academies 
and colleges of the nineteenth century, with their required liberal 
curriculum, their homogeneous student body and faculty, which 
generally shared a single body of knowledge and set of values. 
But instead, America built a highly differentiated curriculum 
of separate and often-competing disciplines, each forming and 
asserting its identity through its specialized discourse. In the eyes 
of the new scientific administrator, differentiation was not a 
hindrance but a boon to cooperation in language instruction, if 
only a rational means could be invented to organize efficiently 
cooperative efforts across disciplines, to take advantage of econo- 
mies of scale and efficiency of specialized organization. 

Yet cooperation schemes never confronted the issue of lan- 
guage and discipline because most administrative progressives 
(unlike Snedden) saw writing as a generalizable skill, independent 
of disciplinary content and context: thus, the mandated page 
requirements, the error counting, the papers graded for “content” 
in one class and “form” in English class. By viewing writing as a 
discrete skill, administrative progressives were able to quantify 
and rationalize its instruction, while ignoring its complex relation 
to disciplinary learning. This mechanistic view of writing con- 
demned cooperation to superficiality, for instructors in the disci- 
plines (including English, to an important extent) came to see 
writing instruction as an additional burden over and above the 
“real” teaching of the discipline, not as an exciting and integral 
part of the discipline’s activity. 

Despite the energy that reform administrators devoted to con- 
structing efficient schemes, despite the universally acknowledged 
need to broaden responsibility for language instruction, coopera- 
tion schemes met stiff resistance from teachers defending their 
disciplines. The very differentiation which administrators had 
hoped to harness in pursuit of rational language instruction be- 
came the chief obstacle. Disciplines fighting for recognition and 
curricular turf were threatened by many of the reforms imposed 
from above. English teachers resented having to correct other 
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teachers’ papers. The lament of one high-school English chair 
was echoed in many quarters: “Cooperation begins and ends in 
the English department.”*° In an angry English Journal article, 
an Ohio State professor, Carson S$. Duncan, laid the blame at the 
door of the educational bureaucracy. Most cooperation pro- 
grams, he complained, are yet another “new device ... be- 
queathed to the teaching of English composition by business”— 
a means of increasing cost efficiency by relieving other teachers 
of their responsibility.’ A few English faculty welcomed such 
cooperation programs as a way to increase their prestige as spe- 
cialists in writing and expand the position of English in the 
curriculum.” But as a whole, the new discipline asserted that 
its primary role was in teaching literature, not in serving other 
departments (see chapter 6). 

While some English teachers resisted cooperation programs, 
content-area teachers often simply rebelled against programs that 
made demands on their time and threatened their turf, prompting 
one principal to remark, “Artificial means of cooperation, espe- 
cially in large high schools, are hopeless.””’ At the model coopera- 
tion program in Cicero, Illinois, for example, the head of the 
history department resented the administrative requirements for 
speaking and writing in cooperative classes—“checking-up 
classes,” as he called them.”* Under the pressures of burgeoning 
enrollment and curricular ferment, disciplines that had only re- 
cently achieved autonomy and professional identity (English, so- 
cial studies, and laboratory sciences) were loath to give up time 
and territory to address what was, after all, a very thorny prob- 
lem. Cooperation efforts were barely a decade old when NCTE 
founder James Fleming Hosic lamented, “Cooperation is very 
generally regarded as one-sided. It is supposed [by content-area 
teachers] to be a device for giving English a larger place in the 
curriculum or, on the other hand, a means by which teachers of 
other subjects may unload their manuscripts and escape the grind 
of correcting them.” Ultimately, administrative schemes de- 
signed to increase cooperation often simply hardened disciplinary 
divisions and roles. With cooperation, as with so many other 
reform efforts inside and outside of education, the promise of 
scientific management went unfulfilled, and the challenge of cre- 
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ating unity in an increasingly differentiated social and intellectual 
environment remained. 

Most administrative progressives (again, Snedden was the ex- 
ception) never confronted the central issues of writing and general 
education: what genres should all students be able to write and 
who will teach them to write those genres? Answers to these 
questions demanded more than mere management theory. They 
required a theory for connecting writing and disciplinary learn- 
ing; specific, coherent goals for general education; and the politi- 
cal strength and will to overcome those who had different goals. 
The specialization of knowledge and the departmentalized, addi- 
tive curricular structure that undergirded it could not be tran- 
scended by any cooperative scheme without shaking the founda- 
tions of the system. 


Cooperation and Institutional Specialization 


Of course structural differentiation segregated people as well as 
knowledge, and in ways designed to serve urban-industrial soci- 
ety. As Lawrence Cremin has forcefully argued, the metropolitan 
experience overwhelmed earlier models of schooling.”* The new 
schools reflected urban-industrial life in their hierarchical struc- 
ture. Not only were new disciplines formed and old ones trans- 
formed but the curriculum became differentiated both through 
multiple curriculums within single comprehensive schools and 
universities and through new specialized institutions: the voca- 
tional, technical, and professional schools, the settlement house, 
the reform school, the extension class, and so on. The many new 
kinds of schools—or new tracks within comprehensive schools— 
prepared students to play a variety of new social and economic 
roles in modern America. 

Language was a key factor in the specialization of work, as it 
was in disciplinary specialization. The new roles in the work 
force demanded varying kinds and levels of linguistic attainment, 
as did the new branches of knowledge. Through the linguistic 
forms of various social classes or ethnic groups, language became 
not only a means of community forming but also a means of 
sorting and discriminating (on Ellis Island, the inability to speak 
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or write English constituted evidence of a mental defect). Cooper- 
ation schemes reflected this differentiation and the administrative 
progressives’ desire to manage it. And the cooperation movement 
affected schools serving almost every social and occupational 
level. 


Cooperation in Comprehensive 
Secondary Schools and Universities: 
The Remedial Model 


In comprehensive schools and universities, the most common 
form of cooperation in language instruction was a system of 
referrals by teachers in all areas to a remedial English course or 
courses. The faculty thus did not all teach language, they merely 
cooperated in finding and isolating those who needed the “hospi- 
tal squad,” a remedial class (which in secondary schools usually 
met after school) for students deemed deficient in English by their 
content-area teachers.”’ The concept of remediation was itself an 
invention of the Progressive Era, an adaptation of the medical— 
hence scientific—model to education. The inability to use lan- 
guage in some way was traced to mental, even physiological or 
racial, deficiencies, which could be remedied in some cases by 
separating the student (the patient) in a “lab” or “hospital” and 
applying corrective measures.” As Gene L. Piché has persuasively 
argued, the remedial model of writing instruction was at bottom 
a response to fears that the influx of immigrants would corrupt 
the purity of American language and culture. Henry James com- 
plained in 1905 that the language was in danger of being “handed 
over. . . to the American Dutchman and Dago. . . without native 
atmosphere or concern.””” Agnes F. Perkins, who helped found 
at Wellesley College what has been called the first remedial college 
course, voiced a common argument for cooperation in 1907. 
“Our schoolboys and schoolgirls . . . come from homes wherein 
[there] is no instinct for culture, no instinct that leads to comeli- 
ness of speech or manner.” Unlike teachers in the elite English 
and French schools, she said, we “in this money-getting land. . . 
deal with another race—a motley, composite, untrained race— 
and there is vital need that concerted training in our schools act 
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as a substitute for that inheritance and breeding which best of all 
beget spontaneous and instinctive purity of speech.” ° 

Although the goal of “writing hospitals” was to offer all stu- 
dents a common general education, which would assimilate them 
into a common culture, the actual effect was often the opposite. 
The remedial model of language instruction segregated students 
into tracks based on their use of language, which actually reduced 
“remedial” students’ contact with those who used language in 
the approved way and who could therefore model the approved 
usage. In both secondary schools and colleges, this “writing po- 
lice” version of cooperation became an instrument of the growing 
bureaucratic system of tracking students—often on the basis of 
national origin, race, or class—rather than a means of sharing 
responsibility for language instruction across the curriculum. 
Even elite universities tracked students. At Harvard there was “a 
foreign squad, an awkward squad, and sections for the rest who 
showed no great infirmities.”*' At Columbia students were 
tracked in general-education courses as well as in composition 
courses, all in the name of more efficient instruction. 

The new comprehensive universities, which were admitting 
an increasingly diverse student population, adopted cooperative 
remedial programs with particular zest. Barely a decade after 
most universities dropped collegewide writing requirements, 
many began a system of faculty referrals to a remedial course to 
try to deal with the problem of poor student writing—a problem 
they vainly hoped would be transient.” 

Harvard’s Committee on the Use of English by Students was 
typical and quite influential.” It began in 1914 when yet another 
committee was formed to carry out the task of “mending English 
at Harvard” (note the metaphor). It found that writing skills 
declined after English A. As a result of the study, a standing 
faculty committee was appointed to improve student writing. 
The standing committee became, in effect, the writing police, 
requiring instructors in all courses “to send to the committee any 
examination book, thesis, or other piece of work which has 
demonstrated a writer’s inability to express his thought.” “Delin- 
quent students” were handed over to the English department for 
“correction,” which meant a remedial course called, significantly, 
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English F, taken without credit until the student “mended” his 
English. During the twenty-five years for which records are avail- 
able, the Harvard faculty reported from 4 percent to 22 percent 
of undergraduates to the committee, and about half of those 
reported were required to take English F. Other students volunta- 
rily enrolled in the course because it provided the only tutorial 
and small-group writing instruction on campus.” 

The committee’s struggles, both with faculty and students, 
highlight the limitations of the remedial model. The committee 
reported in 1916 that the great majority of the faculty referrals 
were “based on hastily written class-room tests rather than work 
done at leisure,” and the poor writing resulted from “mere care- 
lessness and lack of revision,” not from incompetence. The com- 
mittee discovered that many supposed writing problems were in 
fact problems of understanding—either of the material or of the 
expectations in the course. Students “have been encouraged to 
believe that recording the facts is all-sufficient,” the committee 
complained in 1934. Many students needed help in organizing the 
material of the course to write coherently about that material.” It 
also came as a surprise to the committee that the greatest demand 
for English F came from graduate students in business administra- 
tion. These students volunteered for the course in large numbers 
and ordinarily made up one-third of its enrollment. Yet this 
was quite understandable: pedagogy in the graduate business 
curriculum centered on written cases and thus included more 
(and more thoroughly integrated) writing than perhaps any other 
degree program. 

Such experiences might have convinced the Harvard committee 
and other administrators of remedial programs that successful 
writing is more than merely an accurate recording of thought, 
that it depends upon content, genre, social and institutional con- 
text. But given the assumptions of the administrative progres- 
sives, language instruction was not a question of fostering social 
or intellectual development but of treating a social or mental 
illness (as the medical terminology suggests). Remediation found 
a permanent place within the new comprehensive schools and 
colleges because, unlike many other cooperation schemes, it rein- 
forced the institutional structure. Institutions gained a means of 
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sorting students into groups that could be taught (or not taught) 
a certain set of linguistic conventions tied to future occupations 
and life-styles. The writing police and remedial courses allowed 
all faculty to share responsibility for language standards without 
sharing responsibility for language instruction, which remained 
with English instructors (usually those with low status) and pre- 
served the differentiated curriculum. 


Cooperation in Social-Settlement Schools 


Cooperative language instruction was also part of the Progressive 
Era’s attack on urban slums through the Americanization and 
settlement movements. Following exposés of slum conditions by 
investigative journalists, reformers established private, voluntary 
institutions to give advice, education, and care to the masses of 
immigrant and southern poor who were streaming into industrial 
cities. Following the example of Jane Addams (founder of the first 
social settlement, Chicago’s Hull House), urban-reform groups 
attempted to transform slum schools into social centers, which 
would serve the community. A major part of that service was 
basic English instruction for immigrants and the illiterate poor. 
Language instruction, and the cooperation schemes that sup- 
ported it, had two goals: to prepare students, juvenile and adult, 
to enter the blue-collar jobs available to them, and to encourage 
social stability by instilling the values of the dominant culture. 
Reformers harnessed a variety of curricular and community re- 
sources to achieve these goals. At a model black ghetto school in 
a high-crime area of Indianapolis, for example, cooperation in 
writing instruction served the limited purposes of the curriculum 
and the social ends of the school. Students were trained to be 
cooks, cobblers, tailors, carpenters—occupations that required 
little writing.*’ Indeed, the school had no traditional academic 
component. Cooperation meant that the English classes wrote 
notes to the adult night-school students, encouraging them to 
attend regularly, or invitations to the community to participate 
in school functions, the cooking class’ tea, for example. Thus, 
the English work focused on surface features: spelling, usage, 
letter format, and so forth. Such activities helped to accomplish 
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the social-settlement function of such schools and were thought 
to contribute to a lowered crime rate by increasing civic pride 
and stability. Cooperation satisfied the urban reformers, without 
challenging the differentiation of schools or society, and furthered 
social amelioration among urban blacks, without raising social 
aspirations. 

Among many European immigrants, however, cooperative 
schemes sparked political conflict. Urban reformers often made 
English instruction part of a broad program of Americanization, 
teaching American history and civics, to be sure, but also such 
values as personal cleanliness, factorylike discipline, and, its crit- 
ics charged, disdain for ethnic customs and beliefs. In some areas, 
immigrants resented attempts to use language instruction to ex- 
pand the role of the schools in ethnic neighborhoods. For exam- 
ple, when school authorities made vocational and social-settle- 
ment efforts the emphasis of public schools in some ethnic 
neighborhoods of New York City, residents attacked what they 
believed to be a cheapened education for their children. Riots 
broke out in 1917, forcing local politicians to abandon the pro- 
posed “reforms.”** 

On the national level, the wave of immigration (some fifteen 
million between 1900 and 1915 alone) and the growing racial 
and labor unrest associated with it, initiated a wave of anti- 
immigration nativist sentiment. In the wake of the 1911 Dillin- 
gham Commission’s report, which documented the “inferiority” 
of immigrants largely on linguistic grounds, wealthy social re- 
formers and business associations redoubled Americanization 
efforts.” They employed a coercive, “melting pot” approach 
to quell nativist fears and, at the same time, to preserve high 
immigration levels (and thus cheap labor). Some reformers— 
including John Dewey—argued for a pluralistic or “orchestra of 
mankind” approach to Americanization, one that would preserve 
cultural differences; but the forces seeking to create a “melting 
pot” won the day. The issue, once again, was not the existence 
of language instruction. Almost all parties agreed that immigrants 
should learn English and that the schools must play a central 
role. The issue was differentiated language instruction, racial 
and ethnic, as well as economic. What goals would language 
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instruction promote? Ethnic community or national unity? Voca- 
tional training or academic education? Long-term, effective coop- 
eration in language instruction, as in anything else, required 
agreement about goals. And in an increasingly pluralistic society 
and differentiated economy, such agreement was difficult to 
achieve.” 


Cooperation and Vocational Schools 


Vocational or manual-training schools were the most visible Pro- 
gressive-Era educational reform, a clear manifestation of urban- 
industrial society’s power to transform institutions. Though man- 
ual training originated in a desire to broaden the education of all 
children by introducing them to technology, it quickly became a 
means of sorting and training students for the new (primarily 
blue-collar) jobs that industrial expansion created. Around the 
turn of the century, most American cities founded secondary 
schools of commerce, technology, or industrial arts, directly or 
indirectly supported by business interests. 

Perhaps because these schools had clear goals and relatively 
homogeneous student bodies, cooperation in language instruc- 
tion often made more headway than it did in comprehensive 
schools. At Boston High School of Commerce, for example, En- 
glish and social studies teachers shared texts, planned and graded 
assignments together, and even team taught courses. These 
courses (economics, history of business, civics) were closely tied 
to the commercial courses, and teachers in all areas used common 
criteria for marking papers.*’ Such vocational schools justified 
language instruction on blatantly utilitarian grounds, as a “mat- 
ter of success in business,” in the words of one principal. Marga- 
ret Vose, author of a 1925 study of cooperation, called school- 
wide standards of correctness “an excellent investment,” since 
“in our better stores clerks who desecrate the English language 
no longer hold their positions.” 

Cooperation also promised savings to the vocational schools 
through more efficient instruction and gave English classes a 
practical connection to the curriculum, which some administra- 
tive progressives believed was more appropriate than literary 


154 


Writing and Social Efficiency 


study for students preparing for manual or commercial trades. 
In the Gary, Indiana, “platoon” schools, considered by many 
to be the model for vocational instruction, the state curricular 
requirements were met in part through one hour per day of 
“English taught by shop and laboratory instructors.”* Before 
taking apart a motorcycle in the machine shop, for instance, the 
students learned to spell the names of its parts, wrote sentences 
describing its operation, copied and filled in a study outline from 
the blackboard. Students in many classes wrote up the results 
of class projects and community-service activities, which were 
then printed in a student-run shop and distributed, usually as 
part of school-sponsored public-health or civic-improvement 
campaigns.” Such experiments in cooperation were the excep- 
tion, however. Differentiation was much easier to create than 
cooperation, even in schools with a single goal. 


Beyond the Progressive Era 


In the years following World War I, the heady optimism of the 
Progressive Era began to fade among cooperation’s advocates, as 
among reformers in many areas of national life. In her 1925 
study, Vose surveyed administrators who had reported having 
successful cooperation programs during the period from 1908 
to 1915. She found “the general failure of the practice” and 
concluded, “Many of the plans are merely nominal or have been 
frankly abandoned,” owing to increased enrollment, teacher 
turnover, or what one principal called “the complex organization 
of the school.”* 

That “complex organization” was the central problem. Had 
the system been willing to restructure the schools to make cross- 
curricular language instruction a priority, as many Deweyan pro- 
gressives wished, shortages of time and resources might have 
been surmountable. But cooperation worked against the system’s 
tendency toward specialization and centralized control, forcing 
programs to fight continual jurisdictional battles. Moreover, the 
powerful movement toward efficiency and testing, valued by 
administrative progressives for the control it afforded them, 
tended to measure outcomes in discrete, concrete terms—test 
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scores per dollar invested, errors reduced per teacher hired— 
which made the subtle, less concrete outcomes of language in- 
struction appear irrelevant. 

In the deepest sense, then, schools and colleges resisted coop- 
eration because it challenged the stability of a mass-education 
system founded on the industrial model. A thoroughgoing com- 
mitment to cooperation would have made more difficult the 
already-formidable tasks of integrating masses of students into 
the burgeoning industrial economy (equity) while preserving dis- 
ciplinary integrity (excellence). To effect cooperation throughout 
the educational system would have required consensus among 
disciplines and differentiated curricula on the goals of writing 
instruction—and of education itself. Such consensus was neither 
possible within the system (if that vast aggregate of American 
educational institutions could be called such) nor within the 
society that supported it. Thus, the fledgling mass-education sys- 
tem avoided the deeper issues of writing instruction, concentrat- 
ing instead, almost to the point of obsession, on grammatical 
correctness.” In one way or another, in school or out, Americans 
gained sufficient communicative competence to perform their 
roles in the new society. And the unprecedented growth and 
prosperity during the 1920s reassured the nation that its schools 
were sound. Talk of cooperation withered among administrative 
progressives, though the idea of teachers cooperating to improve 
students’ writing stayed very much alive in later versions of gen- 
eral education. 

The reformers’ disillusionment with administrative coopera- 
tion was perhaps inevitable given their assumptions, social, edu- 
cational, and linguistic. Educators charged with the task of run- 
ning differentiated schools in the most cost-efficient manner could 
not be expected to build a single intellectual or linguistic commu- 
nity in those schools, especially since none existed in the society 
at large. Moreover, Americans labored under commonsense as- 
sumptions about language—and particularly about writing— 
which were inadequate for the new complexities of discourse in 
modern print culture. At a time when genres were proliferating 
in mass media and audiences were fragmenting in a deluge of 
publications, teachers could only fall back on notions of writing 
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as mere recorded thought, or of audience as “the general reader,” 
or of correct writing as an objective quality independent of social 
and intellectual context. As Dewey had concluded by 1927, when 
he wrote The Public and Its Problems, changes in communication 
all too often outran the ability to understand them.” Efforts to 
broaden responsibility for language instruction floundered in the 
same theoretical constraints. 

In pragmatic terms, the late specialization that characterized 
American secondary and most undergraduate education (in con- 
trast to European education) absolved disciplines and administra- 
tors from specific responsibility for initiating students into a 
disciplinary or professional community. Most instruction became 
“general education” by default. Writing was thus not a pressing 
issue for any single department, and the curriculum was of course 
organized by departments. When complaints about poor student 
writing became loud enough to produce action, administrators 
simply added more “remedial” writing courses. When the com- 
plaints subsided, disciplines reasserted themselves and success- 
fully reclaimed that curricular space. The additive, bureaucratic 
curricular organization of mass education meant that courses and 
programs would be the object of interdisciplinary negotiation 
and institutional concern, not pedagogies—disciplinary “con- 
tent,” not discipline-specific writing. 


The Essay Examination as a Genre 


Social efficiency’s reductive, atomistic view of writing and learn- 
ing not only condemned cooperation schemes to superficiality 
but also led administrative progressives to abandon the most 
visible and important genre of school writing: the essay examina- 
tion. Significantly, the death of the externally mandated compre- 
hensive essay examination effectively removed a chief motive for 
cross-curricular writing instruction and practice—as well as the 
chief vehicle for comprehensively assessing student writing— 
without offering any other compelling motives or effective moni- 
tors for writing across the curriculum. For reasons more political 
than pedagogical, the curriculum lost yet another important site 
for writing, another potentially vital genre of student discourse. 
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In the last half century, it has become commonplace to com- 
plain that the decline in writing skills is in part due to the preva- 
lence of objective tests. Yet there is no comprehensive historical 
treatment of the subject, much less any firm body of data to 
support the notion. Such data may no longer exist given the 
scarcity of documents on actual classroom writing practices. But 
the few surviving examination papers and the controversy that 
has always surrounded written examinations make it possible to 
sketch their history and trace their decline. 

The history of the essay examination illustrates a central shift 
in the ways that learning was conceived of from the old curricu- 
lum to the mass-education system: from communal oral perfor- 
mance in the rhetoricals and oral examinations to an individually 
written synthesis in an essay examination and finally to an indi- 
vidual performance on an aggregate of discrete “objective” items. 
Although written examinations were given in England as early 
as the sixteenth century, they did not challenge the dominance of 
oral performance until the mid nineteenth century, when a few 
British universities and, most importantly, the British civil service 
introduced examination by “papers” (written responses to writ- 
ten questions) to provide admission to coveted social roles based 
on merit.** About the same time in America, educational reform- 
ers, such as Horace Mann, introduced written examinations for 
similar reasons. They, like the British, expected that written ex- 
aminations would “remove all possibility of favoritism.”” But 
more importantly, written examinations helped to standardize 
and regulate curricula and pedagogies in the growing educational 
bureaucracy. They took control away from committees of teach- 
ers and community leaders (who often examined students orally 
at the declamation days, exhibitions, or commencements) and 
placed it in the hands of individual teachers and professional 
administrators. Written exams became a more politically justifi- 
able means of evaluating, sorting, and rewarding both students 
and teachers. (In late-nineteenth-century England, for example, 
secondary schools were funded—and teachers retained or fired— 
on the basis of how many of their students passed the standard 
exams.) In an important sense, the introduction of essay examina- 
tions in the 1840s made modern mass education possible. Perma- 
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nent, portable, standard exams facilitated curricular standardiza- 
tion, systemwide teacher evaluations, and a defensible means of 
sorting students—all without face-to-face contact among individ- 
uals. In education, as in industry, the system could transcend the 
individual. 

But Mann and the early reformers had pedagogical as well 
as organizational reasons for introducing written examinations. 
Because time was limited on examination or declamation days, 
the oral questions tended “to call forth a factual answer,” Mann 
lamented. “In the written examination the pupils are able to 
develop ideas and show the connections of facts,” “quality of 
thought,” rather than mere recall. Mann called the essay exam 
“a transcript, a sort of Daguerreotype likeness, as it were, of the 
state and condition of the pupils’ minds.” Announcing a theme 
repeated often in the next hundred years, the superintendent of 
the Chicago schools claimed in 1856 that the written exam not 
only tests knowledge but is also “one of the best methods of 
cultivating freedom and accuracy in the use of language; and it 
furnishes a valuable discipline to the pupil’s mind, by throwing 
him entirely on his own resources.””” 

Despite Mann’s hopes, nineteenth-century educators seem to 
have thought of the essay exam primarily as a written transcript 
of oral recitation answers, as rhetorically transparent, in other 
words. There is almost no nineteenth-century literature on essay- 
exam design or evaluation or on methods of preparing students 
to write exams. This lack of discussion suggests that the exams 
were primarily valued as measures of factual knowledge, not as 
means of improving students’ writing. Surviving college examina- 
tion papers and a few faculty comments do indicate some move- 
ment from written examinations as mere transcriptions of recita- 
tion answers (calling for memoriter repetition, summary, and 
paraphrase) to examinations that required some “original 
thought” (calling for synthesis of collateral readings and lecture, 
application of concepts to newly presented data, or analysis of 
known information using new categories).”’ As I noted in chapter 
3, research-oriented history instructors sometimes prided them- 
selves on examinations that demanded originality. Henry Adams 
boasted that his rule in writing examinations was “to ask ques- 
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tions which I can’t answer myself.”°? But the great bulk of the 
essay examinations I have read from the period (even those from 
elite institutions like Harvard) called for little higher-order rea- 
soning or synthesis. Most simply required students to repeat the 
information and interpretations gleaned from lectures and texts, 
though the mere fact that writing was required forced the students 
to place information into a meaningful structure, albeit a given 
one.” 

With the spread of the elective curriculum and written exami- 
nations for each separate course rather than for each class (e.g., 
sophomores) in the 1870s, higher education began the slow pro- 
cess of moving responsibility for standards and testing away from 
the whole faculty (and representatives of the wider community) 
and toward the individual faculty member. Students were to be 
examined on their performance in each individual course rather 
than on their comprehensive intellectual attainments.** Written 
exams conducted by individual teachers allowed a specialized 
curriculum to develop without the whole academic community 
being collectively responsible for setting institutionwide stan- 
dards for written performances. The curriculum could be subor- 
dinate to the individual teacher as disciplinary specialist; the 
individual teacher was no longer subordinate to a collectively 
agreed upon curriculum and standards, as was the case in Euro- 
pean schools, where externally graded examinations were (and 
continue to be) the rule. As the elective system drew increasing 
fire after the turn of the century, a few universities experimented 
with departmentwide comprehensive examinations, but these 
were only partly successful and never spread to the majority of 
institutions or involved outside examiners, as in Europe.’ The 
great diversity of American higher education and its lack of 
centralized control (unlike higher education in most of Europe 
and Asia) made outside examinations unworkable, both adminis- 
tratively and politically. 

Such was not the case in secondary education. Despite Europe- 
an-style outside examinations having never developed among 
universities, the founders of the meritocratic modern university, 
led by Eliot and the Committee of Ten, instituted a series of essay 
examinations for college admission to assure that those admitted 
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would be worthy. One goal—largely accomplished—was to con- 
trol and standardize the secondary curriculum, prompting the 
successful rebellion among secondary-school interests during the 
1910s and 1920s that I noted in chapter 2. The college entrance 
exams (almost all essay) came under increasing fire for being 
oppressive not only to curricula but to students, who suffered 
many stress-related physical and psychological problems prepar- 
ing for and taking the tests, not to mention the financial and 
social effects of failing them. (The 1913 Cyclopedia of Education 
has a longer discussion of “Examination Hygiene”—dealing with 
physical and emotional effects of tests—than of examinations 
themselves.)*° 

But it was a need for control, not compassion, that sealed the 
fate of the external essay exam. In the first three decades of 
the twentieth century, administrative progressives dismantled the 
system of mandated essay examinations in a quest for even more 
thoroughly rationalized and politically defensible forms of con- 
trol through “objective” evaluation. Essay examinations suffered 
two crippling blows during World War I. First, the mental-testing 
movement gained legitimacy through the widespread use of ob- 
jective tests by the military. “New-type” or objective tests came 
to be accepted both by educational authorities and by the public 
as valid measures of intelligence and performance. Second, the 
essay exam lost legitimacy in a series of highly publicized experi- 
ments to test what today is called interrater reliability. English, 
history, and even mathematics graders achieved rates of less than 
40 percent in repeated trials.*’ Stripped of their fundamental 
rationale, essay exams could not compete with the “scientific” or 
new-type examination in an age of growing faith in scientific 
social organization. Several prestigious colleges began accepting 
a version of the World War I military intelligence test in lieu of 
the standard college entrance essays, and the College Entrance 
Examination Board itself slowly began introducing new-type tests 
in addition to essays in the 1920s and 1930s, in part for simple 
financial expediency. Rising secondary enrollment, combined 
with increasing budgetary constraints, had made essay evaluation 
costly. The New York Board of Regents, for example, hired 
examiners to read a few more than a thousand sets of essays in 
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1878, a few more than a million in 1934, at the height of depres- 
sion-era cuts in funding.”* 

However, essay examinations endured into the 1930s, sup- 
ported not only by the weight of tradition but also by pedagogical 
arguments and empirical research. Beginning in the 1920s, studies 
to improve (and defend) essay exams demonstrated that they 
could be graded reliably (even at more than 90 percent agree- 
ment), provided that the exam was well designed; that standards 
were well defined; and that multiple, well-trained readers were 
used.” More tellingly, research consistently indicated that stu- 
dents studied differently for essay exams than they did for objec- 
tive tests. They studied longer and used a greater variety of study 
methods. There was less underlining and more summarizing, 
outlining, and diagraming; less random note-taking and more 
studying for broad patterns. Students were more likely to form 
opinions, “read and review underlying relationships,” and “re- 
view notes without focusing on details.”© Alvin C. Eurich and 
L. B. Kinney, leading advocates of discipline-specific writing in- 
struction, concluded a 1932 summary of research on new- versus 
old-type exams by stating, “The merit of a test may be intelli- 
gently discussed only in connection with the function to be tested 

. from the standpoint of outcomes other than information.”°' 
But without a long-standing tradition of research into the positive 
effects of well-constructed and well-integrated essay examina- 
tions, such studies could not overcome the administrative pro- 
gressives’ stereotype of the essay examination (largely justified) 
as a mere catalog of dry information, with little pedagogical value 
and of questionable value in assessing knowledge. 

Advocates of new-type tests argued that information recall was 
the foundation of all learning and therefore a proper focus of 
testing, that one had to reason to recall facts, and that their tests 
could measure the “end product” of a process of reasoning that 
need not be laid out on paper to be present. Without a cogent 
theory to explain the relationship between writing and learning, 
proponents of essay exams could not counter the assumption that 
writing was transparent, a mere recording of thought. Mental- 
measurement advocates always protested that they were not at- 
tempting to replace essay writing “as a form of training and 
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practice in the clear organization and logical presentation of facts, 
concepts and ideas,” they were merely attempting to measure 
more accurately the outcomes of “content learning.” And a few 
new-type-test advocates even saw a potential danger that “be- 
cause of the greater reliability and validity of sound objective 
tests, the educative value of writing essays . . . may be neglected, 
or, if not neglected, be relegated to classes in English composition 
alone,” as a leading mental-measurement expert, Issac A. Kandel, 
put it. He conceded that a decline in writing instruction “may 
be one of the unfortunate but unsupported results of the test 
movement.” But these issues never loomed Jarge to mental- 
measurement’s advocates. The stakes were higher. Ultimately, 
the issue was not improving pedagogy or learning but rather 
finding an efficient means of “prediction” and sorting in a modern 
democratic state. 

The final blow to essay examinations came during the depres- 
sion years when scientific testing became national educational 
policy, supported by the Carnegie Foundation for the Advance- 
ment of Teaching, the Bureau of Education, the College Entrance 
Examination Board, and other prestigious groups. Their motives 
were unabashedly political. As greater numbers of students 
pressed for entrance into secondary and higher education, some 
rational means had to be found for “vocational guidance,” by 
which administrative progressives meant a politically defensible 
program for sorting. Particularly troubling to makers of educa- 
tional policy like Kandel was the social upheaval in Europe, “the 
unrest due to the overcrowding in the universities and conse- 
quently in the professions [which] was without doubt a contribu- 
tory factor to the Nazi Revolution” and other destabilizing politi- 
cal movements, both on the left and the right, in industrial 
democracies (4). Mental measurement would address the prob- 
lem of “social and economic distribution of individuals in society 
and the danger which may result from educational and vocational 
maladjustment” (160). Instead of the essay exam’s simple pass or 
fail, new-type exams would make more subtle—and defensible— 
distinctions, since they tested students on a wider range of “mate- 
rial” and could be designed to demonstrate greater variety in 
“achievement” over a period of years. The results of these tests, 
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along with other indicators, would be used to track students into 
a more finely differentiated educational system. No one would 
fail; everyone would have an appropriate education. The goal 
was, as Kandel put it, “To enable the right pupils to receive the 
right education from the right teachers at a cost within the means 
of the state.”” 

Mental measurement would allow the United States to have 
common schools without a common curriculum, a differentiated 
educational system without separate secondary-school systems 
for different social classes or highly selective postelementary edu- 
cation, as in Europe.™ But the loss of the essay examination as a 
central part of the curriculum also meant that educators would 
no longer need to connect writing and learning in the disciplines. 
General education, now defined by the administrative progres- 
sives as an “objectively” tested body of discrete facts and skills, 
could proceed without routinely confronting the relationship be- 
tween students’ writing and their future education or employ- 
ment. Without external essay examinations facing their students, 
content-area teachers had even less incentive to assign writing or 
to give their own essay examinations (time-consuming even under 
the best conditions). Moreover, objective tests offered a powerful 
disincentive for such activities as writing, which took time away 
from teaching the “real” content of the discipline (i.e., the infor- 
mation on which students would be tested). 

If the loss of comprehensive essay exams decreased schoolwide 
writing, argued the administrative progressives, then it was a 
small price to pay for avoiding, in Kandel’s phrases, “educational 
maladjustment” and the “social menace” of overcrowding in 
the professions (153). Ultimately, the testing movement won so 
convincingly because there was no powerful constituency to resist 
reforms being pushed from the top by administrative progres- 
sives. To advocates of liberal culture, who complained that the 
great tradition of liberal learning would be sacrificed, the testing 
movement replied that it would still be taught but only to students 
with the capacity and interest to learn it.° To Deweyan progres- 
sives who complained that schoolwide writing would be dimin- 
ished, and with it unified, high-order learning tied to experience, 
the testing movement replied that formal essay exams were to 
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blame for the colleges’ stranglehold on the secondary curriculum 
and that teachers could and should use informal writing more 
meaningfully in conjunction with individual or group projects. 
In the climate of social unrest of the 1930s, school reformers 
from left and right found it difficult to resist administrative mea- 
sures aimed at restoring order. 

The administrative progressives’ approach to essay examina- 
tions points up the crucial conflict between writing instruction 
and the industrial model of general education. If the goal is 
efficient, systematic learning of discrete information and skills, 
then assigning, teaching, and grading extended writing seems 
an inefficient use of institutional resources. The success of the 
industrial model in setting the agenda for American education is 
tellingly apparent when today’s advocates of writing across the 
curriculum conduct empirical studies attempting to show that 
students do better on objective tests—learn discrete facts more 
efficiently——with writing-to-learn pedagogies. But the failure of 
the industrial model to improve students’ writing through remedi- 
ation is equally apparent. Six decades of research have found that 
grammar instruction and drill do not improve students’ writing. 
Linguistic and rhetorical theory have thoroughly discredited the 
atomistic view of language learning. And complaints about poor 
student writing have not abated. Yet the myth of transience 
persisted (and persists) among administrative progressives. New 
forms of remediation continually hold out the promise that, with 
enough organization and cooperation, drill and reinforcement, 
students can be trained to write once and for all; that Americans 
will again possess this elementary skill, this component of general 
education, and teachers can get on with their “real” work: teach- 
ing specific information. 
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That most limited of all specialists, the well-rounded man. 
—Nick Carraway in The Great Gatsby 


‘Le. industrial model of education won the battle for control 
of curricula in America and thus set the dominant pattern for 
general education: a menu of required courses in various fields. 
But the administrative progressives did not sweep the field. They 
offered no goal other than efficiency, no vision of community 
beyond the efficiently run corporation, no philosophy beyond a 
seemingly apolitical behaviorism. The humanities and the social 
sciences offered alternative versions of general education, which 
each held out competing educational goals, ideals of community, 
and philosophies.’ But neither the humanities with their great 
books nor, as I discuss in the next chapter, the social sciences with 
their Deweyan progressive thought consistently or systematically 
integrated writing instruction into their general-education pro- 
grams. In both cases, the increasing professionalization of those 
responsible for general education thwarted meaningful interdisci- 
plinary dialogue and prevented instructors from appreciating the 
role of writing in learning. Writing usually remained as transpar- 
ent in general-education programs as in the disciplines, and the 
myth of transience continued. 

Humanities departments created in the late nineteenth cen- 
tury—English, foreign languages, philosophy—would seem to be 
the logical place to teach writing. These departments upheld 
the Renaissance ideal of the well-rounded person, the articulate 
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generalist who could transcend narrow scientific specialization, 
synthesize wide-ranging knowledge, and communicate with a 
“general” audience in a clear, forceful style. Moreover, the hu- 
manities studied language and texts: writings, if not writing itself. 
And of course the English department, the “backbone of the 
humanities” in the modern university, assumed responsibility 
for formal writing instruction through the general-composition 
courses it housed.” Yet the new humanities departments rarely 
supported programs to synthesize students’ knowledge in the 
humanities with knowledge in the social and natural sciences. 
Nor did the English department make writing instruction a prior- 
ity or readily cooperate with other departments in teaching com- 
position after the forensic system died around the turn of the 
century. 

Instead of creating interdisciplinary general-education courses 
and evolving traditions of writing instruction within them, the 
humanities created its own version of general education, the 
great-books approach, which asserted its disciplinary values over 
and against those of the natural and physical sciences, and 
taught—or rather evoked—writing within its limited discourse 
conventions. It may seem ironic that humanists, who were com- 
mitted to the ideal of a well-rounded education, should create a 
version of general education that was confined to a narrow range 
of disciplines and give writing instruction a relatively minor place 
in it. But when the humanities created general education in their 
own image they were merely conforming to the institutional and 
professional structure within which they operated. When they 
abolished or marginalized systematic writing instruction, they 
were only reflecting the values of the other disciplines for whom 
specialization and professionalization made rhetoric transparent. 
Student discourse in the humanities was expected to conform to 
the standards of the newly professionalized humanistic disci- 
plines, which in turn conformed to the new research mission of 
higher education: a philosophical or “critical” approach to texts 
as opposed to the oratorical approach of the old rhetorical tradi- 
tion. Yet student writing was expected to be “critical” within 
the constraints of the humanities disciplines, which emphasized 
formal relations among a discrete canon of texts rather than a 
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critical examination of all texts or of the relationship between 
literary texts and social, political, and cultural forces beyond 
the canon. By narrowing the definition of general education to 
acquaintance with a limited body of texts and their own critical 
approaches to them, the humanities faculty were able to assume 
the mantle of the generalist while still pursuing the specialized 
research and teaching necessary for academic identity and re- 
spectability. In this way, the humanities did not need to encounter 
the discourse of other disciplines, much less teach it, and the 
effect was to compartmentalize general education and limit the 
role of writing in it. 


Professionalized Generalists 


The great-books approach grew out of what Laurence R. Veysey 
and others have called “liberal culture,” a conception of higher 
learning that grew up in the waning years of the nineteenth 
century, primarily in the humanities. Liberal culture espoused a 
“Brahminical romanticism” (Berlin’s term), which most visibly 
defined itself by its opposition to the democratic, vocational, and 
scientific orientation of the new university and the specialization 
and commercialism of modern life.’ Advocates of liberal culture 
tended to see themselves as embattled humanists in an age of 
Babbittry and resisted the encroachments of scientific and profes- 
sional fields as middle-class barbarisms, which thwarted the Ar- 
noldian ideal of the “well-rounded man,” a person with “a wide 
vision of the best things which man has done or aspired after.”* 
Liberal culture trusted that philosophical and belletristic literary 
study among undergraduates would restore a lost community of 
taste, a “great tradition,” which urban-industrial society had 
betrayed. The books that were accepted into this newly formed 
tradition were thought to constitute a “great conversation” 
among the best minds of the past, which students would come to 
appreciate and perhaps enter.” 

Like other emerging disciplines, the newly professionalized 
humanities offered a professional service, which the institution 
and the wider society valued. They would become arbiters, pre- 
servers, and defenders of the great tradition, introducing high 
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culture to the students of middle-class, rural, and immigrant 
backgrounds who were flocking to the new universities. Liberal 
culture attempted to justify its position in the curriculum through 
a missionary pursuit of this tradition, often defined in terms 
of German idealism (filtered through English romanticism and 
American transcendentalism), but without the trappings of petti- 
fogging German scholarship. The study of literature, wrote a 
Cornell University professor in 1894, achieves “the true aim 
of culture,” which is “to induce soul states or conditions, soul 
attitudes, to attune the inward forces to the idealized forms of 
nature and of human life produced by art, and not to make the 
head a cockloft for storing away barren knowledge.”® In frequent 
jeremiads, liberal culture lamented the decay of the cultured 
classes and the loss of the great tradition to scientific specializa- 
tion and democratic mediocrity, “the worship of the ‘Average,’ ” 
as Charles G. Osgood of Princeton put it.’ 

Like the old rhetorical tradition, liberal culture was elitist, but 
it was not the attitude of a secure elite, confident of its social role 
and the value of the tradition it taught. Liberal culture saw 
the democratic reforms sweeping the university—particularly the 
rising enrollment among ethnic minorities and the specialized 
elective curriculum, which served careerist ends—as a threat to 
the high standards of the great tradition, which the newly profes- 
sionalized humanities studied, taught, and in large measure cre- 
ated. In 1909, for example, William T. Foster organized the first 
explicitly general education curriculum at Reed College to fight 
“this democratic leniency toward the unfit, favoring self-support- 
ing students at the expense of intellectual standards.”* The princi- 
pal role of the humanities in the university and its professional 
service to the wider society was to uphold standards whose influ- 
ence would in time elevate the masses through a kind of cultural 
trickle-down effect. 

In its fundamental assumptions, the new humanist project was 
essentially romantic or Hegelian, not classical. Romantics since 
at least William Wordsworth had viewed literature in terms of a 
transcendent liberation. Poetry was the noblest expression of the 
human spirit, lifting humanity out of the fact-filled scientific age 
into a higher realm of permanent values and true freedom. The 
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study of literature came to be seen as an antidote to the spiritual 
ills of the university and, indeed, of society. Thomas R. Louns- 
bury of Yale insisted that in “the great masterpieces of our litera- 
ture, lies for the college student his linguistic and literary salva- 
tion.”” The English department in particular had a vital mission. 
“Democracy,” wrote Barrett Wendell, “in old world or new, 
seems little better than a caricature of government.” The great 
books would be its salvation by instilling “certain external graces 
and dignity.”'° “The success of the democratic state,” his student 
Oscar James Campbell asserted, lay in “cultivating the sensitivity 
of the individual,” a goal that the study of the great books was 
uniquely suited to accomplish.” 

Later critics, such as F. R. Leavis and I. A. Richards, who 
exerted a powerful influence in American English departments, 
were successors to the first generation of literary generalists in 
this regard. For Leavis, the study of imaginative literature was a 
last-ditch defense of liberal humanism against the chaos and 
depersonalization of mass society in the scientific age.’? And 
Richards baldly asserted that poetry “is capable of saving us; it 
is a perfectly possible means of overcoming chaos.”’’ But it was 
to be not a collective but an individual liberation, above politics 
or history. The teaching of appreciation and critical judgment, 
not communication, was the professional service that the disci- 
pline performed. The new profession would willingly teach writ- 
ing only so far as it served the profession’s ends."* 


The Great Tradition Versus the Rhetorical Tradition 


One can perhaps best understand liberal culture’s approach to 
writing instruction by contrasting it to the approach of the old 
rhetorical tradition. The differences between the two arise in 
large part from the professionalization of the humanities within 
the new research-oriented university. Though liberal culture 
claimed the mantle of tradition and lamented the “decline” of 
the liberal arts, the humanities actually began their modern exis- 
tence as a reaction against central aspects of the rhetorical tradi- 
tion and the old liberal curriculum. The new humanities depart- 
ments repudiated the old pedagogical tradition in their quest for 
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professional identity within the new compartmentalized univer- 
sity. And the ambiguous position of writing instruction within 
the humanities in many ways grew out of this tension between a 
nostalgia for the cultural community of the old college and the 
necessity of creating a community of professionals to survive in 
the new university. Liberal culture chose certain general tenden- 
cies of the old college to enshrine: reverence for the past, distrust 
of mercantile values, cultural elitism. It longed for the unity of 
culture (and class) in the old academic community, where stu- 
dents and teachers shared a set of values and a common fund of 
knowledge gleaned from books all had read. But in its quest for 
identity in the new university, liberal culture rejected those central 
elements of the old college that were incompatible with a new 
professionalism. In the new secularized institution, the old pater- 
nalism, sectarianism, and dogmatic moral philosophy had to go, 
of course, but so did key aspects of the rhetorical tradition: its 
focus on classical languages, its communal oral performance, its 
emphasis on effective expression of received ideas rather than 
criticism of them. 

The most obvious difference was language. The new humani- 
ties departments resisted the teaching of classical languages and 
literature, formerly the backbone of rhetorical study, preferring 
instead modern literature, particularly English and French. To 
find a respected place in the new curriculum, the new departments 
had to sever their ties with the old. Without irony, the defenders 
of general culture founded in 1883 a specialized professional 
organization for the humanities, the Modern Language Associa- 
tion of America (MLA). And its first task was to overthrow 
the dominance of Latin and Greek in the curriculum, which it 
accomplished within a decade. 

On a deeper level, though, the modern humanities also rejected 
the central purpose of rhetorical study in the old liberal arts 
college: training its students in communal, public discourse on 
civic issues—the ancient Ciceronian ideal of the “good man 
skilled in speaking,” as Quintilian put it. Isocrates, Gorgias, and 
Quintilian were absent from the new canon. No text on rhetoric 
appears on Robert Maynard Hutchins’ list of great books, except 
for Aristotle’s Rhetoric, which had little influence on the rhetori- 
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cal tradition until the twentieth century.'’ Even Cicero, the model 
of the orator-statesman for the old liberal curriculum and its 
most commonly taught author, was rarely taught, and his works 
never entered liberal culture’s canon of classics (or Hutchins’ list). 
In a secular institution embedded in an increasingly pluralistic 
society, the humanities could not retain the Ciceronian ideal of 
the vir bonus, the broadly educated person, versed in all that was 
good in the culture, and capable of bringing that wide-ranging 
knowledge to bear on public issues through the use of persuasion. 
Knowledge was too large, discourse too fragmented, for any 
person or discipline to teach it all. Recent historians of composi- 
tion and of general education have lamented the decline of interest 
in public discourse within the humanities; but given the organiza- 
tion of the institution—and of public discourse outside it—that 
decline was in many respects inevitable.'* Public discourse be- 
came the province of specialists: academics and other profession- 
als. Professionals in the humanities could not presume to teach 
students to write about scientific, economic, and political issues— 
as the difficulties of the forensic system had demonstrated. Even 
discourse for a “general audience” was increasingly the province 
of yet another newly professionalized occupation: journalism. 
By the 1910s, English faculty seriously questioned whether the 
teaching of composition was compatible with their professional 
role in the new universities. In 1915 Edward A. Thurber wrote, 


The department of English is straining to become a forum of discussion 
of all questions that have assailed human intelligence. . . . Those instruc- 
tors of English [who teach composition] are asked to become actively 
conversant with science, politics, philosophy. Though still devotees of 
belles lettres, they are also striving to speak with authority on every 
other subject. ... Frankly the assumption is startling. May not a cog 
have slipped somewhere?” 


As the cog metaphor suggests, there was no place in the organiza- 
tional machinery for a course (or a discipline) that took as its 
province all discourse. 

Instead of looking at serious writing in all organized fields of 
knowledge (belles lettres in its original, eighteenth-century sense), 
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the humanities stuck to its limited collection of philosophical and 
literary texts (belles lettres in its modern sense)."* A narrow, 
discipline-specific criticism replaced rhetorical study at the center 
of this new version of liberal education, as the new canon gave 
pride of place not to authors in the oratorical tradition but to 
authors in what Bruce A. Kimball calls the philosophical tradi- 
tion, which since the time of Plato had been suspicious of rhetoric. 
Rhetoric seeks the probable, as Aristotle put it, the impermanent, 
conditional agreement of orator and audience, not the perma- 
nent, absolute truth of the philosopher arrived at dialectically. 
As Kimball points out, this critical attitude suited the new univer- 
sity’s values: its emphasis on intellect and rationality (versus the 
emotional and ethical appeals of rhetoric), its individualism and 
skepticism (versus the acceptance of shared beliefs and communal 
values upon which the orator depends).’” Liberal culture’s version 
of liberal education was interested in texts not as public discourse 
on questions of public policy and morals but as revelations of 
individual personality and thought, a focus that accorded with 
the new social role of the university as promoter of individual 
and personal advancement. 

Thus, as the professionalization of the humanities grew, the 
rationale for humanistic study shifted from expression to appreci- 
ation, from formal training in public discourse to informal culti- 
vation of private taste and individual critical acumen. As S. Mi- 
chael Halloran has pointed out, students in the old rhetorical 
liberal arts tradition studied texts to internalize models of conduct 
and uses of language that, as future leaders of society, they could 
bring to bear on public problems. But the modern student in the 
humanities classroom—like the modern humanist scholar in the 
study—-would primarily study texts to appreciate their intrinsic 
beauties, to arrive at an estimate of their aesthetic value, or to 
offer original critical interpretations.”° The humanities consid- 
ered social and historical context outside its purview—mere 
background to the great books and their great ideas. Other de- 
partments could teach the student to address public issues and to 
use the specialized discourses with which modern technocratic 
society approached such problems. 

Because liberal culture valued “general” knowledge and criti- 
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cized narrow professional education, it was alienated from the 
careerist aims of the new university. But because it had itself 
professionalized, because it did not upset the fundamental struc- 
ture of the new institution either by imposing its values (and 
discourse) on the social or natural sciences or by attempting to 
integrate its values (and discourse) with theirs, liberal culture 
retained a secure role in the institution as the defender of a 
narrowly conceived, romanticized version of the old liberal edu- 
cation, aloof from practical consequences, backward looking, 
timeless. The generalist professor of humanities became a cher- 
ished type, immortalized in student memoirs of college life. Like 
other professionals, the academic humanist played a valuable 
(and specialized) role in the new order as the arbiter and defender 
of high culture (though less valued than others, if one judges— 
as the universities did—by salaries and teaching loads). And like 
other professionals in the new university, literary generalists did 
not wish to take responsibility for teaching any writing but their 
own, though this view often came into conflict with the wide- 
spread belief that the English department was responsible for all 
writing instruction. 


Liberal Culture on Writing 


The romantic assumptions that informed literary study during 
the rise of the modern university provided liberal culture with 
a rationale for abolishing or marginalizing systematic writing 
instruction in favor of teaching vernacular, imaginative literature. 
As Richard Young has suggested, romanticism, “with its stress 
on the natural powers of the mind and the uniqueness of the 
creative act, leads to a repudiation of the possibility of teaching 
the composing process, hence the tendency to become a critical 
study of the products of composing and an act of editing.”” 
Liberal culture’s attitude toward writing rested on the romantic 
notion that writing cannot be taught directly. Thomas R. Louns- 
bury of Yale, one of the most distinguished literary scholars of 
the age—and a man admittedly bitter about having had to devote 
“for a quarter of a century . . . a distinctly recognizable share of 
my time reading and correcting themes”—insisted, “the funda- 
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mental fallacy” was that “the art of expression is something 
which can be made a matter of direct instruction, just as arithme- 
tic can be or history or chemistry or any foreign tongue.””” Good 
writing, he argued, is too mysterious, too individual, to benefit 
even from “the mastery of all the rhetorical rules ever invented” 
(875). As evidence, he pointed out that the growth of composition 
courses had not led to a proportional increase in the number of 
great writers, “the speedy coming of a spotless linguistic millen- 
nium” (869). 

Liberal culture invoked the romantic model of the composing 
process to explain why writing is unteachable. Expression is the 
outpouring in language of preexisting and fully formed ideas and 
emotions. “Clear thinking precedes clear writing,” said Louns- 
bury, “and does not follow it” (874). “One cannot write any 
better than he can think,” Campbell insisted. “Bad writing is 
nothing more than the outward and visible sign of bad thinking” 
(179). Therefore, the only way to improve students’ writing is to 
improve their thinking, and this, they argued, is a very slow 
process, which cannot be hurried by direct instruction. Louns- 
bury fell back on the organic metaphors of the romantic tradition: 
“The ability to write is a growth, and... . the rapidity and extent 
of this growth depend upon several agencies which the individual 
may not and usually does not employ with that particular end in 
mind” (873). It happens unconsciously, mysteriously, in the great 
unfolding of life. “All life, if it is worth living, contributes to 
ability in expression.” Even romantic suffering plays a role: 
“There is nothing like misery to improve the style” (875). 

How, then, does education improve writing? Liberal culture 
answered that a proper education produces deep thoughts, which 
cannot help but find their proper expression. And the thoughts 
that most improve one’s writing naturally come from studying 
the great writers, the masters of the art that cannot be taught. 
“He who of his own accord has sat reverently at the feet of the 
great masters of English literature,” said Lounsbury, “need have 
no fear that their spirit will not inform, so far as in him lies, the 
spirit of their discipline” (878). Here, then, is the central paradox 
of the liberal culture’s view: it is the study of literature, not of 
rhetoric, which ultimately improves students’ rhetoric. And the 
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role of English departments in writing instruction is thus to teach 
liberal culture through belle lettres. 

In one sense, liberal culture’s advocates had sound theoretical 
objections to composition courses. Writing, they argued, could 
only be acquired in the activity of reading and discussing texts. 
Campbell, a Columbia professor of literature and former teaching 
assistant at Harvard under Barrett Wendell, claimed that English 
departments have “pretended time out of mind and to the tune 
of hundreds of thousands of dollars that we operate a writing 
shop located in the clouds near the famous thinking shop that 
Aristophanes built for Aristotle” (180).”? The traditional fresh- 
man English course “is based on a fallacious notion that good 
writing is a Ding an sich, a separate, independent technique. That 
is, that it can be engendered and grown in a kind of intellectual 
vacuum.” “The pretensions of the teachers of this course in 
Freshman composition,” Campbell complained, “are perhaps the 
most dangerous symptom of the American belief in educational 
short cuts, in showy, rather than sound values” (179). But these 
theoretical objections to general-composition courses led Camp- 
bell and others to argue for abolishing composition courses to 
provide more time in the curriculum tor their own discipline, not 
to investigate ways to embed writing in the reading and writing 
of all disciplines. Campbell’s attack on general composition (like 
those of other abolitionists) was part of an argument for substitut- 
ing humanities’ general-education courses for composition 
courses (which he did at Columbia), not for helping other depart- 
ments (or even his own) to use writing in their disciplines more 
effectively. Given these views, the process of writing in its rhetori- 
cal or communicative context never became an object of disciplin- 
ary study for liberal culture. In many ways, writing remained as 
transparent in the humanities as it was in the other disciplines— 
and the myth of transience as potent. 


Composition and the Professional Humanist 


The professionalization of the humanities and the rejection of the 
rhetorical tradition which accompanied it explains in large part 
the ambiguous position of composition in English departments. 
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Though the great-books approach to general education devel- 
oped primarily out of the new English departments, which had 
also taken responsibility for teaching general-composition 
courses, English departments have seen these two responsibilities 
as deeply contradictory instead of as complementary, so much 
so that writing instruction has never been a central concern of 
literature teaching or of the great-books approach to general 
education; and its advocates have been suspicious of general- 
composition courses and, indeed, of all systematic writing in- 
struction beyond elementary training. Composition teaching con- 
flicted with the professional humanists’ goals and values. Writing 
instruction was viewed as an unwelcome intrusion on their pro- 
fessional lives and a distraction from a much higher professional 
calling. Moreover, composition threatened the disciplinary integ- 
rity of the humanities insofar as it implied that English should 
teach the discourse of other disciplines in this “service course.” 

English departments responded in one of two ways to this 
conflict: either they attempted to abolish composition courses 
altogether or, more commonly, they marginalized systematic 
writing instruction so that it intruded as little as possible on the 
central professional work of the discipline: the teaching of great 
books. The abolitionist response was less common, but it influ- 
enced the second response in crucial ways; thus I will consider it 
first. 

Just after the turn of the century, some English faculty carried 
liberal culture’s romantic assumptions about writing to their 
logical conclusion: if, ultimately, writing cannot be taught di- 
rectly (beyond elementary skills) but only acquired, then writing 
should not be systematically taught within any course, and com- 
position courses should be abolished as antithetical to literary 
study and, indeed, to higher education. From the abolitionists’ 
point of view, systematic composition instruction was a danger- 
ous distraction. Its existence in the English department “obscures 
for everyone concerned the extremely important service that En- 
glish literature, as one of the still living humanities, must render 
to college students and through them to this disordered world of 
ours,” as Campbell put it (182). 

Given these attitudes, it is not surprising that many advocates 
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of liberal culture resisted the idea that the English department 
should offer a “service course” in composition for the very scien- 
tific and professional fields which threatened the position of the 
humanities in the new comprehensive university and, in their 
eyes, also threatened the survival of their Anglo-and Francophile 
humanism in American culture and thus their professional role 
in society. In 1910 Lane Cooper, then a young Cornell English 
instructor, railed against “the popular demand for a kind of 
education in the vernacular which shall directly liberate the utter- 
ance of the masses, rather than raise up leaders in scholarship 
whose paramount influence might elevate and sustain standards 
of taste and good usage.””* 

Abolitionists portrayed composition in terms of corruption 
and enslavement, the very terms that romantics used to describe 
technology and business. Both students and instructors were 
thought to be prisoners of compulsory composition. “The aver- 
age student loathes it ... he has to have it forced down his 
throat,” said Lounsbury, and qualified instructors “will not per- 
sist in carrying on this most distasteful of occupations, unless 
compelled by necessity” (877). Campbell was even stronger: com- 
position corrupts; it “inevitably stultifies the English department” 
(179). First there is the hypocrisy of leading students to believe 
that a composition course or two will teach them to write any- 
thing and everything well. Then there is the oppression of “the 
harried instructor in Freshman English . . . who labors valiantly 
to accomplish the impossible”—deluded into thinking that his 
labor will lead to a professorship. He “meekly submits to serving 
as the vicarious sacrifice for all the sins of all the other depart- 
ments of the college,” which have failed to give students sound 
knowledge, which is prerequisite to writing. Moreover, self-serv- 
ing senior professors build graduate programs on the backs of 
these poor instructors. “The Freshman English machine,” Camp- 
bell’s equivalent of the evil industrial machine, has created an 
“academic proletariat.” “Crowds of young men and women have 
been lured into the teaching of English by the numbers of posi- 
tions annually open at the bottom of the heap, and there they 
stick, contaminating one another with their discouragement and 
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rebellion” (181). And, Campbell darkly warned, they may over- 
throw the system if composition is not abolished. 

But behind these pleas for compassion and liberation lay a 
deeper motive. At bottom, composition instruction represented 
the values of equity and inclusion, of vocation and pragmatism, 
over and against standards of taste and culture, which profes- 
sional generalists in the humanities defended. What most dis- 
turbed the abolitionists was not the hypocrisy of writing instruc- 
tion; it was the influx of students who came to the university not 
to absorb liberal culture but to prepare for mundane professional 
careers. The required composition course represented an intru- 
sion into the English department of people who did not share its 
values. Though abolitionists, such as Lounsbury and Campbell, 
insisted that writing could not be taught, they favored elective 
writing courses in the English department for those who were 
willing—and able—to learn. Campbell encouraged courses in 
literary writing for “the Freshman who possesses a sincere interest 
in some form of artistic writing and a demonstrated aptitude for 
it” (italics mine) (185). And Lounsbury approved of teaching 
composition to the “minority” of students “who would most 
profit by it” instead of wasting his time “in vain efforts to over- 
come the repugnance of the unwilling or to animate the torpid” 
(181). 

Writing of the kind the abolitionists were willing to teach was 
not for the ordinary person, who did not have the talent or the 
need to write. The idea that everyone needs to write well, said 
Lounsbury, is “a notion born of modern conditions” (by which 
he meant the mass-education system). That many did not learn 
was actually a blessing. “There is but one way of keeping certain 
persons from writing wretchedly, and that is by keeping them 
from writing at all” (180-81). With a characteristic late-nine- 
teenth-century social Darwinist fusion of laissez-faire economics 
and romantic idealism, he insisted that those men of genius who 
have something truly important to say to the world will find a 
way to say it, whatever their training. 

Liberal culture’s contrasting definitions of writing placed re- 
sponsibility elsewhere. For the gifted, writing was an art; for the 
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rest it was a useful but mundane skill—mechanical and grammati- 
cal correctness. Thus, some abolitionists wanted to require 
enough of this practical kind of writing instruction “to enable 
everyone to transact the common business of life,” as Lounsbury 
put it. Unlike the art of writing, correctness could be taught 
to anyone, chiefly by drill, but it “ought to be learned at a 
comparatively early age.” If students had not learned it by the 
time they arrived at the university, they were not meant to learn 
it and should not have been admitted (878). The English depart- 
ment therefore had no unique ability or responsibility to teach 
writing. If the mundane sort of writing simply consisted of tran- 
scribing fully formed thought, then any instructor should be 
capable of correcting students’ errors, which is all writing instruc- 
tion amounts to in this view. Abolishing composition courses 
would force other departments to “clean their own doorsteps,” 
as one Harvard English professor put it.” 

For gifted students, on the other hand, writing was high art, 
the result of talent and cultivation. English departments began to 
offer specialized advanced courses in what is today called “cre- 
ative writing” for students with the talent and interest in the 
kind of writing that liberal culture most valued. At Columbia, 
Harvard, and elsewhere, elective creative-writing courses were 
begun for the talented few, though creative writing did not be- 
come entrenched in academia until the new generation of “new 
critics” arrived in the 1940s. 

In the 1910s and 1920s, many articles began to appear advocat- 
ing the abolition of general-composition courses and the substitu- 
tion of courses teaching vernacular literary classics of the great 
tradition. But only Yale and Princeton actually did without com- 
position courses. And only a tiny minority of institutions—almost 
all small, private colleges with highly selective enrollment—have 
abolished composition since. But a tradition of complaint about 
composition has been a recurring theme within the profession, as 
the many articles on abolition published throughout the century 
attest.”° 

Although the abolitionist response was most consistent with 
liberal culture’s views on writing, the majority of English depart- 
ments were not in a position to abolish composition courses. 
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Academia and the wider public placed responsibility for writing 
instruction in English departments. Faculty resisted attempts by 
English departments to abolish composition. And few English 
departments took that step, in any case, for composition had 
become an economic necessity for departments at most large 
institutions. Freshman English provided the higher enrollment 
that financed graduate (which is to say, professional) programs 
in the discipline. Composition courses were passed down “like 
old clothes” to graduate students, paraprofessional temporary 
instructors, or junior professors, freeing senior faculty for the 
specialized research and advanced teaching most highly valued 
by the profession (and by the institution).”” English came to 
depend on composition to provide the economic base for its 
professional work and institutional status, though that work and 
that status were not achieved through research and teaching in 
composition. Given these practical constraints, the professional 
humanists marginalized composition courses in a variety of ways 
instead of abolishing them. 

In 1903 the MLA disbanded its pedagogical section (the only 
section concerned with writing instruction), and the profession 
showed diminishing interest in composition teaching in the fol- 
lowing decades. English departments had a great many special- 
ized elective writing courses in the 1910s (from theory of rhetoric 
to agricultural journalism), but these courses consistently dwin- 
dled as departments added specialized courses in literature.”* Like 
faculty in other disciplines, English faculty viewed the teaching 
of introductory courses as less interesting than teaching advanced 
courses in their professional field: literature. Moreover, the gener- 
al-composition courses were often large, and instructors were 
expected to assign and correct weekly or even daily themes. As a 
result, some in the discipline came to view composition teaching 
with a distaste bordering on outright contempt.” 

Reductive composition pedagogies also marginalized the 
courses. The approach to composition that became the norm in 
English departments limited the content of composition courses 
to the most specific and concrete features of written discourse 
(mechanical correctness) and the most abstract and general fea- 
tures of discourse (“unity, coherence, emphasis,” and the like). 


181 


THE SEARCH FOR COMMUNITY 


Composition courses had little to say about the great middle, the 
communicative aspects of discourse embedded in particular social 
or disciplinary contexts.*? Consequently, composition aroused 
little intellectual interest among English faculty, and there was 
little research in composition within English departments until 
composition teachers themselves began to form a professional 
identity in the 1960s (see chapter 9). 

Moreover, the English department taught writing as part of the 
one context in which it had professional interest and expertise: 
literary criticism. The single writing course that nearly always 
remained in the curriculum, freshman composition, was often 
taught as a course in imaginative literature.*! And because the 
contexts for serious intellectual discourse in the university, as 
elsewhere in the professional world, were almost inevitably tied 
to a discipline, it is not surprising to find that the most common 
genres of writing taught in the English department’s composition 
courses—belletristic personal essays and literary criticism—were 
closely tied to the discipline’s professional domain. Composition 
became an adjunct to the professional work of the discipline. But 
composition teaching per se finally lay outside its professional 
interests and, indeed, its expertise, because research in composi- 
tion was not a recognized speciality. 


The Lecture and Writing 


The humanities not only rejected the old liberal curriculum’s 
languages and purposes, its concern with rhetoric and public 
discourse, but also its pedagogical methods of formal verbal 
interplay and adapted instead the pedagogical methods of the 
new university, the lecture and the seminar, to accomplish its 
professional mission. Recitation and the formal study of rheto- 
ric were condemned as being as “dry as bones,” and along 
with them went the oral declamation, oration, and elocution, 
which had in a sense made the study of rhetoric and belles let- 
tres “a single, undifferentiated process,” as Gerald Graff puts 
it (41). Humanities’ teaching took on a much less formal, more 
impressionistic style, which would let the literary masterpiece 
“speak for itself” to students in all its immediacy, without locat- 
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ing the work in a historical or social context—a rhetorical con- 
text, in other words.” 

By the early twentieth century, the extempore lecture had be- 
come the dominant pedagogy for humanities courses, as well 
as for most other courses in the new universities. Spellbinding 
performers in the humanities gained reputations for platform 
histrionics—and eccentricity. Indeed, the humanities’ faculty 
adopted the lecture with particular zest, and the stereotype of the 
eccentric professor lecturing to rapt undergraduates is a legacy of 
late-nineteenth-century academic spellbinders in the humanities, 
such as Hiram Corson, George Santayana, and William Lyon 
Phelps. 

Phelps, for many years a holdout for the old pedagogy, gave 
up recitation in 1893, the year after vernacular literature courses 
were introduced at Yale. He pronounced a kind of credo for 
popular undergraduate lecturers around the turn of the century. 


If a teacher wishes success with pupils, he must inflame their imagination. 
The lesson should put the classroom under the spell of an illusion, like 
a great drama. Everything abstract, so far as possible, must be avoided. 
... The interest of the class must be instantly aroused and maintained 
until the end of the period. This is the first step, the first all-important 
problem. The teacher must drive out of their minds all other things and 
substitute an absorbing, jealous interest in the lesson. ... Minute and 
exact accuracy must sometimes be sacrificed for emphasis.” 


Appreciation was the primary goal, not communicative compe- 
tence, and passive but receptive students, caught up in the “expe- 
rience” of great literature, would serve the purpose. Barrett Wen- 
dell was reported to have sat quietly for a moment in class after 
reading a poem, then to have cried out in his famous whinnying 
voice, “Isn’t it beautiful!”** Research-oriented faculty sometimes 
complained that these performances cheapened university educa- 
tion by “pander[ing] to the crowd”; the literary generalists an- 
swered by charging that specialists ignored the deeper meaning 
of education and produced in students “a full mind rather than 
an orderly one.”** But the literary generalists were allowed to 
go their way; lecture suited large undergraduate introductory 
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courses, was often popular with students, and left funds and time 
available for specialized research and teaching.”** 

There was, however, less room for students to develop their 
powers of expression in the new generalist pedagogy of informal 
lecture than in the old liberal curriculum, with its frequent perfor- 
mance of student-written texts and the conferences that went 
along with those performances. The practical difficulties of as- 
signing extended writing to classes of a hundred or even several 
hundred students are sufficient to explain the lack of student 
writing. But in a deeper sense, English conformed to the institu- 
tional pattern, which valued research and upper-level (profes- 
sional) education over lower-level (general) education. Although 
some professors did incorporate a great deal of writing into 
lecture courses (Phelps assigned brief weekly essays on the read- 
ings, for example), the usual practice seems to have been one or 
two papers and one or two essay examinations per course— 
essentially the same as in other disciplines. And as early as 1922, 
some literature professors used objective examinations to test 
students’ reading, though often with essay examinations or pa- 
pers as well.”’ 

Institutional forces tended to marginalize writing in literature 
classes as they had in other classes. English, like other disciplines, 
gained recognition and status through specialized research. Eliot 
specifically hired Wendell to relieve Adams Sherman Hill, the 
founder of Harvard’s composition course, of some of his compo- 
sition duties. In what was perhaps the first case of faculty raiding, 
Eliot kept the most prominent literary scholar of the late nine- 
teenth century, Francis James Child, from going over to Johns 
Hopkins by promising that he would be “relieved at last from 
the burden of correcting undergraduate compositions.”** Indeed, 
some prominent professors assigned no writing in composition 
courses. John Franklin Genung, author of some of the most 
influential composition textbooks of the era, was reported to 
have quit assigning writing in his freshman course some twenty 
years before his retirement.”’ Given the institutional environment, 
for English faculty to have conscientiously and systematically 
taught writing as part of a literature course would have been 
tantamount to losing professional prestige. 
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But the impressionistic lecture was more than simply a respite 
from the “academic scullery” of composition. It was an attempt 
to commune with students, to include them in the great conversa- 
tion with minds and souls from the past. The teacher was a 
prophet and mediator, not a mere dispenser of information or 
analysis. Sympathetic students, who often collected around a 
charismatic teacher, would enter the conversation; the others 
were not meant to. The talented few would come to write artfully 
through reading and discussion, the others would not need to. 
Thus, students in introductory and general-education courses 
were relieved of the burden of preparing for formal oral perfor- 
mances and for written performances other than the standard 
essay examinations and papers. 


Columbia and the Great Conversation: 
General Education as Discussion 


Though there had been anthologies of Western literature and 
introductory courses devoted to its teaching as early as 1900, 
Columbia’s famous General Honors course was the first to receive 
national publicity, and it set the pattern for general education in 
the humanities.” In 1917 John Erskine, a professor of literature 
and—significantly—a novelist rather than a scholar, was asked 
by the United States War Department to develop an adult-educa- 
tion course for U.S. soldiers in Europe, in part to boost morale, 
in part to teach them the cultural values for which they were 
fighting. After the armistice, Erskine began the General Honors 
course at Columbia, with similar content and with similar mo- 
tives. The course would balance the sterile utility and pettifogging 
scholarship of the university by inculcating “a humanistic rather 
than a professional orientation.” It would “ ‘acculturate’ a stu- 
dent whose background and upbringing had excluded him from 
the ‘great traditions’.”*’ His approach set the tone for many 
imitators, some thirty between the wars.” His students and junior 
instructors would have wide-ranging influence in American col- 
leges: Lionel Trilling, Mark Van Doren, Clifton Fadiman, and, 
most prominently, Mortimer J. Adler, who broke with Erskine 
over philosophical and theological issues but went on to make a 
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long career of promoting his own version of great-books general 
education. 

Erskine’s approach was militantly ahistorical and not a little 
anti-intellectual, from his research-oriented colleagues’ point of 
view, certainly. His idea was to have students read the classics at 
the rate of one a week, in the vernacular, as “the best sellers 
of ancient times.” The great books, he insisted to his skeptical 
colleagues, were written for the “average man” in their day and 
needed no scholarly annotation or historical background to be 
understood and appreciated by Columbia’s undergraduates, at 
least on the level of the “universal experience” (a key term) which 
the works evoked.*’ Once a week, fifteen to thirty undergraduates 
assembled with two professors (later only one) to discuss a classic, 
whereupon they “formed their opinions at once in free-for-all 
discussions ... as spontaneously and humanly as they would 
read best sellers.” ** If the canon of great books constituted a great 
conversation among the Western world’s chief thinkers, students 
might themselves become a part of that conversation through 
reading and free discussion. 

At first the course aimed at “broadening” students, not so 
much intellectually as morally and spiritually, in a generalized, 
secular sense. Through the great books, students would expert- 
ence life in a deeper and more comprehensive way. Erskine 
warned that students who found a problem in some great book 
should resist the impulse to go to other books or works of criti- 
cism: “It is instead more profitable to go directly to life.”” “I 
was concerned with no philosophy and no method for a total 
education,” Erskine wrote, “I only hoped to teach how to read.”*° 
The great books would “speak for themselves,” he insisted re- 
peatedly, without the need of historical and ideological context. 
This approach would later find a more intellectual rationale as a 
new generation of professional humanists steered away from 
the moralistic and “character-building” justifications of literary 
study that had been associated with the old college and instead 
justified “criticism” of the great books on the grounds that it 
developed students’ “discernment and rationality of judgement” 
and made them “sensitive to intellectual sincerity and consis- 
tency”—goals more in keeping with the new university’s secular 
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and intellectual values.*” But even after “criticism” became the 
goal, students were not asked to use the scholarly approaches of 
the philologist, linguist, or literary historian, much less those 
of the social or natural scientist. Rationality, discernment, and 
sincerity were defined in terms of liberal culture, not negotiated 
with other disciplines, and student writing was expected to re- 
main within disciplinary confines, discussing “artistic processes” 
in the accepted ways.” 

The Columbia course profoundly influenced not only the aims 
but also the pedagogy of general education in the humanities. By 
the 1910s, liberal culture’s romantic distrust of formal pedagogi- 
cal method made even the extempore lecture seem, somehow, 
inauthentic. The small group of undergraduates with a sensitive 
teacher had a “primitive simplicity,” as Trilling described it.” As 
with the transition to the lecture a generation earlier, the new 
discussion pedagogy turned away from the oratorical and rhetor1- 
cal tradition and toward the philosophical and belletristic tradi- 
tions. The discussion class was neither the literary society of the 
old liberal college nor the seminar of the new research university. 
Erskine disliked both the literary societies and the German semi- 
nar for their excessive formality; in General Honors there were 
to be no formal papers presented and discussed, no propositions 
debated.” Instead, it would be a “free-for-all discussion” in the 
presence of a man of learning and culture. As with the impression- 
istic lecture, students would have an inspiring guide, not a mere 
pedagogue. “The best teachers of literature,” wrote Erskine, “try 
to suggest the experience which such passages [from the great 
books] are meant to reflect; they remind their hearers of experi- 
ence mislaid for the moment; they can only remind—they can’t 
impart it.”°’ This was the method of Socrates, not of Quintilian; 
the casual and evocative causerie of the salon rather than the 
intellectual rigor of the seminar. If the great books formed an 
edifying great conversation, “speaking for themselves” to stu- 
dents, the great-books class would reflect that informal oral 
model and, in the process, improve the conversation of the 
young.” For advocates of the great books (as for Plato), writing 
was clearly secondary. 

Erskine originally envisioned General Honors as a two-year 
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sequence for all students, but the college faculty approved only 
a small colloquium for juniors and seniors, who were admitted 
by interview. As its title implies, the course was deliberately 
exclusive. In 1937 the faculty finally approved the English depart- 
ment’s proposal for a one-year required freshman humanities 
sequence based on the great books. Significantly, the English 
department requested that the college drop its remaining one- 
semester freshman English requirement, arguing that reading and 
discussing the classics would improve students’ writing through 
“a more thoroughly vital, and a less provincial, process.”°’ The 
college reluctantly agreed but insisted on a five-thousand-word 
writing requirement in the general-education courses. However, 
writing was relegated to a separate “course,” English C, taught 
by graduate students and graded pass-fail. English C was not a 
formal course but a set of required essays on topics related to 
the general-education readings, with mandatory conferences for 
those who did poorly on the assignments. Regular faculty were 
not required to assign, teach, or grade writing. The writing re- 
quirement was thus an adjunct to the “real” work of the general- 
education courses, which were graded on the basis of discussion 
participation, weekly objective quizzes to test reading knowledge, 
and midterm and final exams with some essay and some objective 
questions. Students naturally did not consider the writing require- 
ments as important as the “regular” course. Plagiarism was a 
constant problem, and a 1946 report concluded that the time 
spent on the writing requirement by most students was “quantita- 
tively negligible.”** 

In 1945, with the influx of GI’s, the college again forced the 
issue of student writing. A collegewide committee recommended 
that the English department return to teaching a one-semester 
required freshman composition course. The department acqui- 
esced but recommended that a stiff composition examination be 
the basis for admission. Furthermore, the committee asked fac- 
ulty who were teaching general-education courses to make ex- 
tended writing an integral part of those courses by commenting 
on the assignments “as writing” and by making the assignments 
part of the course grade.”’ The faculty agreed to do so, but there 
was no longer any programwide writing requirement; faculty 
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assigned, commented on, and graded writing at their individual 
discretion. The committee report asked faculty who were teach- 
ing general-education courses to give their “moral support” to 
the effort, but again, the committee placed responsibility for 
writing instruction in the “Department organized for the pur- 
pose” (English). It is worth noting that the course descriptions of 
Humanities A and B in the committee report did not mention 
writing at all.°° And it is clear that the emphasis in Humanities 
A was clearly on “conversation” not writing, appreciation not 
expression. 

Twenty years later, Daniel Bell’s recommendations for general- 
education reform at Columbia would again call for abolishing 
composition courses (see chapter 8). The pattern of alternating 
abolition and restoration had been set by the conflicting notions 
of general education. The humanities saw their professional role 
in terms of teaching literary appreciation, not communication. 
They carried a set of assumptions about general education deeply 
embedded within the rhetorical universe of the disciplinary “cul- 
ture,” assumptions that were seen by outsiders as vague and 
elitist. The goal was “to make whole men,” or “cultured gentle- 
men,” or “youths of sensibility.” But that goal was, as the Colum- 
bia General Education Committee put it in 1963, “scorned” by 
the social and natural sciences as lacking any definable “philo- 
sophical or pedagogic ends,” a clear “educational thrust.” “To 
what end,” the committee asked, was the college “committing 
our students to this path?”*’ For those steeped in the values of 
liberal culture, the purpose of reading and appreciating great 
books was self-evident, the raison d’étre of the discipline. Those 
outside the disciplinary culture expected the humanities to pursue 
other goals: especially the improvement of written communica- 
tion and thus the capacity to draw on past cultural formulations 
to address current problems cogently. But because the goals of 
general education in the humanities had never been adequately 
articulated for the whole institution, the shape of writing in great- 
books courses was never hammered out, its function within the 
whole curriculum never agreed upon or responsibility defined. 
To do so would have meant that departments and senior faculty 
would, in Kimball’s words, “discipline themselves by submitting 
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to ... a curriculum with the study of expression and rhetoric 
elevated from a freshman requirement to a centerpiece.”** In- 
stead, general education proceeded in neat disciplinary compart- 
ments, with little contact between humanities’ general-education 
courses and those in the social and natural sciences. 


Chicago and St. John’s: The Apotheosis 
of the Great Books 


In the 1930s and for two decades thereafter, Robert Maynard 
Hutchins kept the great-books version of general education be- 
fore the public’s eye, first as president of the University of Chicago 
and then, when the Chicago faculty rejected his experiment, 
through his famous great books adult-education program and his 
association with a reactionary curricular experiment, St. John’s 
College at Annapolis and Santa Fe. In 1929, the thirty-year-old 
Hutchins became president of the University of Chicago and set 
about to restore the intellectual community of the old curriculum 
by reestablishing a single “theology and metaphysics” to the 
university, a “common stock of fundamental ideas,” which he 
argued would unify society and make true democracy possible.” 
His program harked back nostalgically to the premodern era 
when, he insisted, knowledge was orderly and truth permanent. 
But as Hutchins’ critics pointed out—and as he himself admit- 
ted—he never proposed “any specific theological or metaphysical 
system”; he simply had faith that, if enough Americans could be 
brought to read the great books, a rational consensus would 
emerge to guide modern society back to intellectual, moral, and 
political stability. 

Hutchins valiantly carried the banner of liberal culture to its 
logical curricular end (or to its reductio ad absurdam, as his 
opponents said). All great books, scientific as well as literary, 
formed a single great conversation, which spoke without the 
aid of historical context or scholarly apparatus to everyone—or 
everyone “with the capacity to learn from books,” as Hutchins 
qualified the general in general education (he estimated that about 
two-thirds of the population could). He and his “gang” (Morti- 
mer J. Adler, Richard McKeon, Stringfellow Barr, Scott Bu- 
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chanan) defined the general reader in a somewhat circular way: 
all “normally intelligent” persons who have acquired the “skill 
necessary for reading them and make the effort.” That skill 
primarily came from informal discussions, the famous great- 
books seminars, which he borrowed from Erskine. And like Er- 
skine, Hutchins and his fellows rarely mentioned writing or gave 
it a central role in their programs. 

Hutchins claimed that the trivium—grammar, rhetoric, and 
logic—was part of general education and of the great tradition, 
but he distrusted the pedagogical methods associated with it. 
There would be no formal verbal interplay, no declamation, 
recitation, or debate. In Hutchins’ program, writing was a tool 
for reading, for understanding and appreciating the great conver- 
sation, not for communicating in mundane social and political 
contexts. “The classics provide models of excellence; grammar, 
rhetoric, and logic are means of determining how excellence is 
achieved.” Rhetoric, he went on to say, is not self-expression 
but a tool for dialectical and analytical study of the classics, a 
means of “learning how to read.” Though Hutchins often in- 
voked the ancient rhetorical tradition and attacked modern 
higher education, his program was, as Kimball has argued, very 
much in accord with the aims of the modern university; both 
had as their goal critical and intellectual inquiry rather than the 
oratorical skill of the old liberal curriculum. In redefining the 
goal of rhetorical study to de-emphasize its transactional, persua- 
sive uses, Hutchins turned the classical notion of rhetoric on its 
head: the student writes to find truth, to analyze and evaluate 
texts, not to persuade others to action by marshaling culturally 
shared, received truth. 

Hutchins thus saw writing in general education as an aid to 
learning, as a means of cultivating general habits of critical 
thought useful in future endeavors, including, perhaps, profes- 
sional training. Though he never used the term “writing to learn,” 
his approach had much in common with some current proponents 
of WAC who emphasize the relation between reading, writing, 
and critical thinking. In How To Read a Book, for example, Adler 
suggested writing notes, summaries, and outlines, comparisons 
between passages, or answers to study questions provided for 
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each text in the great-books series.” Occasionally, he said, stu- 
dents might expand those answers into essays.’ But there was 
no consideration of genre; that is, of the place of writing in the 
activities of society or even of the academic disciplines. It was 
possible, indeed necessary, to ignore genre in the great-books 
program because the specialized activities that give rise to genres 
bring students into the vocational, practical realms that Hutchins’ 
program sought to avoid, the world of specific problems and 
communities and interests negotiated through written discourse. 

Moreover, as with other manifestations of liberal culture, 
Hutchins’ model deliberately excluded historical analysis from 
consideration, despite the chronological arrangement of the read- 
ings (a contradiction also present in English and modern language 
curricula, as Graff has noted) (193). The books will “speak for 
themselves,” said Hutchins, echoing Erskine, “and the reader 
should decide for himself.” Students must read and discuss (and 
perhaps write about) these books without the aid of commentary 
or apparatus. “Great books contain their own aids to reading; 
that is one reason why they are great.” If liberal culture made 
a secular religion of high culture, then the great books were 
its scriptures—canon is the operative term. Interpretation is a 
hermeneutic activity, confined to a body of texts and a circle of 
initiates but closed to the uninitiated who cannot or choose not 
to “learn to read” the texts. For the neophytes, Adler prepared 
what he called a synopticon, a kind of concordance to these 
secular scriptures, which lists and cross-references 102 “great 
ideas” as they appear in the 120 great books.” Theological and 
metaphysical “first principles” are the goal of general education, 
an eternal truth, self-evident to the reader-discussant who truly 
seeks it, independent of historical exigency or practical applica- 
tions. 

Hutchins was never able to implement fully his “theology of 
education” at the University of Chicago (though he did transform 
its adult-education extension). In the first place, the faculty had 
already approved the basic outline of a general-education pro- 
gram before he arrived, and it was a discipline-centered program 
arranged around the content of academic fields rather than 
around great books. But more importantly, the faculty distrusted 
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his attempt to impose a neo-Thomist structure of knowledge on 
the curriculum.” Nevertheless, Chicago took radical steps to 
create a program of general-education core courses and, with 
them, a writing program which embodied Hutchins’ notion of 
writing as a tool for reading and learning. 

The college relieved lower-division undergraduate faculty of 
their responsibilities for research and set up a required curriculum 
of four core courses (humanities, social science, physics, biology) 
and a separate course in composition.” Despite Hutchins’ objec- 
tions, each of the cores taught its own discipline: the social 
sciences read contemporary materials and discussed contempo- 
rary problems; the natural sciences went their own disciplinary 
ways as usual. Only the humanities used something like a great- 
books approach, and that was modified to teach the content 
of the humanistic disciplines (by means of textbooks, critical 
apparatus to the works studied, and the like). 

The core courses were taught by lecture and discussion (with 
labs in the natural sciences); there were no grades, only a final 
comprehensive examination in each core, made out and scored 
by an independent examination board. Significantly, all examina- 
tions—even the composition examination—came to be primarily 
new-type or objective tests, for which the examination board was 
often criticized. There were occasional essay questions, usually 
paragraph length, of a rather narrow type, which could be graded 
with high interrater reliability. Interestingly, essay questions were 
more common on social and natural sciences exams than on 
humanities exams.” 

The composition course was at first quite traditional; students 
read and wrote belletristic essays. But the composition instructors 
could not convince the board of examiners that the student essays 
could be graded reliably, and the board (with support from stu- 
dents) insisted the course be completely overhauled to teach the 
kinds of writing that students would need in the four cores: brief 
critical and analytical essays in response to academic reading.®’ 

In 1933 a committee entirely revised the composition course 
to support the other cores. The composition course used snippets 
of readings from the cores as its materials. The first third focused 
on analytical reading: note-taking, outlining, summarizing, and 
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synthesis (“combining treatments of the same subject”); the mid- 
dle third took up documentation, use of the library, and stylistic 
precision; the final third taught students to write the kinds of 
essays that the comprehensive exams required. In essence, the 
course taught the genres of the particular educational activities 
common in the curriculum: notes on lectures and reading, brief 
critical papers, and short essay examinations. The comprehensive 
examination in composition was, like the others, primarily multi- 
ple choice and short answer. Students were called upon to outline 
a passage or fill in an outline with details, to summarize a passage 
in a sentence, to combine sentences using specific grammatical 
patterns, or to choose the most appropriate word.” 

The course was popular with students because it taught them 
specific learning strategies directly relevant to their needs. It 
served the needs of the curriculum by freeing faculty in the cores 
from the responsibility for systematically teaching writing and 
study skills. But as a result, writing was neither fully integrated 
into the cores nor a full-fledged core itself. Once again, composi- 
tion instruction was marginalized as a separate “service” 
course—though not nearly so much as at Columbia (or in the 
typical English department). Tenure-line faculty taught composi- 
tion (some from departments other than English), and each com- 
position instructor also usually taught at least one course else- 
where in the college or university.’ Moreover, the faculty in the 
cores also assigned writing—as an aid to learning, not as a means 
of evaluation (there were no grades in courses). The traditional 
practice of simply marking and returning papers became less 
common; commenting on papers in conferences and small-group 
discussions became more common. Faculty noted that, if they 
assigned writing before a conference or discussion (outlines, syn- 
theses, or analyses of course material, practice essay-exam ques- 
tions, etc.), students became more involved with the material, as 
well as with the instructor and the class. By discussing the writing, 
instructors discovered the students’ difficulties in learning. In- 
deed, students sometimes asked for more writing, because it 
clearly benefited their preparation for the examinations and gave 
them a way to monitor their progress. Even so, faculty did not 
assign more than a few pieces of writing each year.” During 
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the first years of the program, faculty were too busy becoming 
generally educated themselves (“keeping up with the hounds,” 
as Chauncey S. Boucher put it). And although faculty were not 
required to conduct research, they did so anyway, for that was 
the road to professional advancement.” Hutchins could overturn 
the college’s curriculum, but he could not overturn the system of 
professions. 

Despite its success, the Chicago plan, like most core programs 
of the 1930s, withered away under the power of departmental 
interests. The university faculty ultimately rejected Hutchins’ 
“theology of education” as being “at war with the modern tem- 
per” and returned to a freer system of electives.’* The composition 
requirement remained, but in the late 1930s, as departmental 
interests reasserted themselves, the third segment of the course 
emphasized writing papers using the conventions of various disci- 
plines (again anticipating developments in the WAC movement 
of the 1980s). Faculty were not content with writing merely as 
an aid to learning; they expected students to attempt the discourse 
of the disciplines—research papers, reviews, and so on. Special- 
ization resisted a community that was formed on any single 
philosophy, and composition could only reflect disciplinary divi- 
sions, not transcend them. Ultimately, the Chicago plan’s ap- 
proach to composition had little influence; it depended too much 
on interdisciplinary cooperation and thus slighted the profes- 
sional interests of departments, particularly English. But it is 
an important instance of a college systematically exploring the 
possibilities of using writing as an aid to reading—and therefore 
learning—academic material. 

Hutchins’ program finally received a thorough trial at a small, 
private liberal arts college, St. John’s at Annapolis (and, later, at 
Santa Fe), whose curriculum illustrated the ideal uses of writing 
from the perspective of liberal culture. On the brink of financial 
failure in 1937, the college called in two former Rhodes scholars, 
Stringfellow Barr and Scott Buchanan, whom Hutchins had ear- 
lier invited to Chicago to help implement his program. They built 
the new curriculum around the reading of the 120 great books 
in discussion groups, supplemented by Oxbridge-style tutorials 
in mathematics, music, and languages (Greek and French), with 
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laboratory work in the sciences. As in the elite British universities, 
students wrote essays or translations for all their tutorials (even 
in mathematics), which the tutors then critiqued but did not 
grade. Each year students wrote an “annual essay,” and seniors 
wrote a “thesis,” which was not defended in the traditional 
manner but only discussed with faculry members. These essays 
and theses were in no sense research papers. The college discour- 
aged the use of secondary materials and footnotes; the object was 
not to trace influences or place ideas and texts in historical context 
but to struggle with the great ideas (essay in its etymological 
sense: an attempt or trial). The student was expected to produce 
a piece of writing which “bears traces of this struggle,” as the 
dean of St. John’s College at Santa Fe, James Carey, put it. Even 
if a student’s thesis was seriously defective in its writing, the 
student could pass the oral examination on it with honors. For 
St. John’s College (as for Plato), writing was somehow suspect, 
capable of concealing truth that face-to-face discussion re- 
vealed.” 

St. John’s may have been, as Fredrick Rudolph says, “the first, 
and only, intellectual community in the history of American 
higher education.””* In an almost monastic way, the college cre- 
ated a homogeneous intellectual climate by excluding any special- 
ization, any academic discourse community but its own. All fac- 
ulty had the rank of tutor and were, in theory, able to conduct a 
seminar on any of the great books or any tutorial in English, 
Greek, or French. It was the generalists’ dream made flesh. There 
was no composition course, no curricular question of what or 
how to write, of who would teach writing.” There was one 
required curriculum, one required conversation. But St. John’s 
achieved this unity, as liberal culture had always done, by nar- 
rowing the boundaries and “raising the standards” of discourse 
to such an extent that other communities were excluded from the 
conversation. 

St. John’s curricular unity and its tradition of collegewide writ- 
ing were of course the exception. Elsewhere in higher education, 
the literary generalists’ romantic assumptions about writing and 
culture, combined with a need to professionalize in the new 
system of mass education, led to a divorce between literacy in- 
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struction and literary instruction that prevented the old pedagogy 
from making a successful transition from an oral, face-to-face 
culture to an industrial society dominated by specialized written 
discourse. Liberal culture chose to uphold the claims of discipline 
and excellence over inclusiveness and equity, to define general 
education in its own specific terms, and to defend that definition 
by maintaining its curricular turf. 

The humanities became professionalized disciplines, as they 
had to in order to survive in the new university. And when they 
did so, they evolved discourse communities that made rhetoric 
largely transparent and writing instruction a marginal activity, 
as in other disciplines. English departments found themselves 
increasingly specialized, isolated from the range of activities that 
had taught students language in the old curriculum and extracur- 
riculum and from the range of texts and ideas that students wrote 
about across the curriculum. Speech professors broke away from 
English departments in the 1910s and 1920s to join the social 
sciences, correctly sensing that their progressive and populist 
assumptions about the importance of democratic rhetoric (largely 
rural and midwestern in orientation) had little place in English 
departments devoted to an urbane and predominantly eastern 
liberal culture. Debate went with the speech professors to become 
yet another specialty, curricular or extracurricular, rather than 
an integral part of the humanities’ version of general education. 
Although English departments often sponsored student theatri- 
cals and even theater courses in the early twentieth century, 
faculty interested in teaching students to perform literature, as 
well as to read and appreciate it, founded theater departments 
attached to fine arts schools or found a home in speech depart- 
ments. Journalism courses were often housed in English depart- 
ments until journalism professionalized and created its own de- 
partments and schools.” Even the formal study of language, now 
called linguistics, came to focus on oral rather than written texts 
and had only loose ties with literary study as practiced in English 
departments. 

Through its great-books version of general education, liberal 
culture tried to build academic community in its own image but 
at the same time maintain an insular disciplinary position, though 
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its purposes—maintaining standards of culture and taste—were 
not the only ones in the new university and not the most impor- 
tant ones, at least from the perspective of other departments. 
Generating new knowledge and promoting rational social change 
lay at the heart of the new institution, and another, more forward- 
looking version of general education soon challenged the great 
books. 
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Ae search for community took a very different direction in the 
social sciences than it did either among advocates of liberal cul- 
ture in the humanities or among the administrative progressives 
in their drive for “social efficiency.” The collection of disciplines 
that came to be known as the social sciences created a version 
of general education that was closely associated with Deweyan 
progressive education.’ Progressives in the Deweyan mold—un- 
like the administrative progressives I examined in chapter 5— 
had the theoretical tools and the philosophical vision to create a 
form of general education with cross-curricular writing at its 
center. Yet they did not. The reasons are as complex as progres- 
sive education itself, and as full of contradictions. 

Progressive education made profound theoretical contribu- 
tions to writing instruction. John Dewey’s early colleague at 
Michigan, Fred Newton Scott, articulated a social or (to use 
Berlin’s term) transactional theory of composition, which offered 
a sound alternative to the narrow positivism of the administrative 
progressives or the elitism of liberal culture. Scott trained a gener- 
ation of reformers in English—Gertrude Buck, Sterling Andrus 
Leonard, and Ruth Mary Weeks, among others—who developed 
his notions of composition as a “growth,” a complex organic 
activity incapable of being analyzed on the atomistic industrial 
model or taught through drill and remediation. In the 1910s 
and 1920s, Dewey’s followers first gave serious consideration to 
writing as a developing process and first studied writing instruc- 
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tion using empirical methods. Indeed, Deweyan progressives first 
recognized the broad significance of writing instruction in mod- 
ern print culture, the “paper civilization” as another progressive, 
Harold Rugg, termed it.” 

Nor did they lack vision. Dewey and many of his followers 
hoped to create a new American community by designing a new 
integrated curriculum, with communication as its motive center. 
A reformed general education would produce a generation of 
articulate citizens who, through improved communication, 
would heal the divisions in industrial democracy and transcend 
its dehumanizing specialization and alienation. Like the social 
sciences out of which it grew, the progressive version of general 
education focused on the future, not on the idealized past of 
liberal culture or on the status quo of social efficiency. The goal 
of progressive general education was to prepare students to trans- 
form the social order into a new community, not to recapture the 
glory of a past one or merely to oil the gears of the current system. 
Its approach was fundamentally instrumentalist; ideas were plans 
for action, instruments for adapting to and transforming the 
environment; they were not fixed repositories of essential truth. 
The method of education for the progressives and the method of 
inquiry in the social sciences lay in problem solving; the goal of 
both education and social scientific inquiry was pragmatic.” 

But the Deweyan progressives never translated their theoretical 
insights and their social vision into a coherent plan for teaching 
written communication in the academic disciplines, much less 
into practical programs, which might have developed into disci- 
pline-specific or systemwide pedagogical traditions. That failure, 
like the broader failure of progressive education, can be traced 
to the movement’s inability to overcome its profound internal 
contradictions and to offer an alternative—pedagogical and polit- 
ical—that would appeal to lay leaders, teachers, and profession- 
als in disciplines outside the progressive educators’ stronghold in 
new departments of education.* Education departments were 
largely separate from other departments, including the social 
sciences, a fact that discouraged dialogue between Deweyan pro- 
gressives and other faculty on the role that writing might play in 
discipline-specific learning. Ironically, the hard-won professional- 
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ism and disciplinary status that progressive educators found in 
departments of education kept them from achieving the curricular 
unity their discipline sought and kept them from exploring the 
role of writing in learning with the active participation of other 
disciplines. 

Moreover, in cross-curricular writing instruction, as in many 
other areas, Dewey’s followers split between two misreadings of 
the master: an expressivist, child-centered individualism versus 
an activist, social reformism. Unable to agree on the structure 
and purpose of curriculum, much less on the role of writing in it, 
the progressives never developed their notion of writing instruc- 
tion in the disciplines beyond a vague allegiance to William Heard 
Kilpatrick’s project method. Lacking a coherent alternative, Dew- 
eyan progressives housed in the new education departments were 
unable to counter the organizational inertia of social efficiency 
in the school bureaucracy or the entrenched position of liberal 
culture in the humanities. Later, when their opponents gained 
strength in the early 1950s, the progressives never successfully 
countered the charge (often justified) that they ignored writing 
instruction. But before turning to the divisions in progressive 
writing pedagogy, I look at the animating vision: Dewey on 
communication in the curriculum. 


Community, Communication, and Curriculum 


In the wake of social Darwinism, a generation of American social 
reformers—Jane Addams, Mary Parker Follett, Charles Horton 
Cooley, John Dewey—drew on organic metaphors to explain the 
role of communication in the shift from the small-town to the 
urban community. If society was an evolving organism, prog- 
ressing from simple face-to-face agricultural communities to com- 
plex urban-industrial centers, then the increasing differentiation 
of parts must be accompanied by increasing integration for the 
organism to survive and function. These reformers saw more 
efficient communication, through expanding education and tech- 
nology, as the means of achieving social integration in mass 
society. To those who feared that the complex organization of 
urban-industrial America would bring alienation, social disinte- 
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gration, and a breakdown of shared values, organicist theory 
replied that improved communication—taught in new child-cen- 
tered schools—would strengthen common values, encourage mu- 
tual sympathy, disseminate useful knowledge, and give each citi- 
zen a sense of individual importance and potential in the complex 
social organism. Cooperation would inevitably follow communi- 
cation. In this view, specialization posed no insurmountable 
threat to community, for improved communication would medi- 
ate social conflicts and create a rational consensus founded on 
science.” 

As Dewey argued in his 1916 Democracy in Education, techno- 
logical advances had created a nation “composed of different 
groups with different traditional customs,” and it was the 
schools’ duty to bring community, counteracting “the centrifugal 
forces set up by juxtaposition of different groups within one and 
the same political unit.”° Dewey set out to create schools that 
would lead to a new and more democratic American community 
through consensus, not the efficient “man and steel machine” of 
the administrative progressives, arrived at by coercion. “The 
parts of a machine work with a maximum of cooperativeness for 
a common result, but they do not form a community,” Dewey 
wrote. In a true community, all members are “cognizant of the 
common end and all interested in it so that they regulate their 
specific activity in view of it. But this would involve communica- 
tion. .. . Consensus demands communication” (7-8). 

From the beginnings of the progressive education movement, 
Dewey and his followers saw the student as an active participant 
in the process of learning, not as a passive receptor of discrete 
information or as a mass of intellectual potential to be developed 
by mental discipline. Schools, they agreed, shape students; but 
students also shape schools—as do a host of other forces in a 
complex set of social transactions which depend on communica- 
tion. Active, participatory, social, transactional instruction 
would use language to help create community out of American 
diversity. Dewey’s instrumentalist theory saw individual develop- 
ment as a progressive growth in communicative power, which 
gradually integrated the child into the community and made her 
a consciously functioning part of a rational, organic whole, a 
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social being forming, as well as formed by, her environment. 
Thus, improved education in communication would serve both 
the evolving individual and the evolving society. 

But Dewey’s goal for progressive education was not only a 
child-centered pedagogy based on transactional communication 
but also a new curriculum to replace the old, a curriculum “that 
would begin with the experience of the learners and end with the 
organized subjects that represented the cumulative experience of 
the race.”’ Dewey’s instrumentalist method of linking education 
to society lay in experience, but not in random experience. The 
new curriculum must select and organize activities drawn from 
life outside the classroom to show their relation to material from 
the organized disciplines. Students “learn by doing,” as well as 
by reading, but always under the careful guidance of a teacher 
steeped in a recognized discipline. In this view, growth in writing 
ability meant that students would move toward acquiring the 
conventions of academic disciplines. Curriculum would con- 
sciously and carefully balance the interests of the learner with the 
demands of disciplines. 

With uncharacteristic venom, Dewey attacked the sentimen- 
talism of one group of his followers: the child-centered progres- 
sives who trusted “planlessness” to develop students’ “indepen- 
dent thinking.” Intellectual growth, he insisted, must be 
“systematically wrought out in cooperation with experienced 
teachers, knowledgeable in their own [disciplinary] traditions.”* 
The curriculum must not simply give students new experiences; 
these new experiences must be “related intellectually to earlier 
experiences, and this means that there be some advance made in 
conscious articulation of facts and ideas”—that is, in the use of 
spoken and written language. A student’s experience “can expand 
into the future only as it is also enlarged to take in the past”— 
both the student’s past experiences and those of the human race 
as organized through academic disciplines.” 

In the hands of his followers, notably William Heard Kil- 
patrick, Dewey’s carefully wrought balance tipped away from 
broader social and disciplinary concerns and toward a narrow 
focus on the experience of the student. Kilpatrick resisted at- 
tempts by the disciplines to structure students’ experiences. Such 
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“fixed-in-advance” subject matter, he argued, was the original 
cause of curricular stagnation and, in the rapidly changing mod- 
ern world, amounted to a crude guess at the knowledge that 
students would need as adults. Instead, Kilpatrick hoped to teach 
students “how to think, not what to think.” Problem solving 
became a technique to be taught, a method in itself, not an activity 
embedded in disciplinary matrices. Attempts to teach the process 
of thinking independent of disciplinary contexts tended to sepa- 
rate writing from the disciplinary organization of knowledge 
(which of course schools and colleges never gave up). In Kil- 
patrick’s view, writing was as transparent in education as in 
society. Students would simply write as an ordinary and natural 
part of their activities, expressing themselves and communicating 
with others in their various pursuits, not as a deliberately struc- 
tured process leading systematically to competence in some spe- 
cific field or fields. For example, students interested in the work- 
ings of “a wash-wringer or the ice-cream freezer at home” would 
describe their functioning “as a basis for such investigation of 
the working of industries.” Or classes might write proposals for 
“vacant lot gardening, cleaning up alleys, and innumerable other 
improvements.”'° What they would not do, in Kilpatrick’s ap- 
proach, is learn the written conventions of a discipline, for those, 
like its knowledge, might become obsolete or, worse yet, hinder 
the child’s independent thinking. 

Kilpatrick’s great pedagogical innovation, the project method, 
offered a potentially important site for writing in the curriculum. 
Writing, in Kilpatrick’s view, might be a part of a project to the 
extent that the project mirrors human activities where writing is 
necessary and makes education lifelike. The genres of student 
writing should echo the genres of adult activity: a student report 
on the quality of milk teaches chemistry, a student newspaper 
article on slum conditions teaches social studies, a student novel 
or short story teaches literature. For example, students at Kil- 
patrick’s Lincoln High School at Teachers’ College (Columbia) 
wrote journalism, fiction, and poetry in a regular magazine they 
published themselves.’ But in other schools, with less able fac- 
ulty, the relations between writing as lifelike activity and the 
disciplinary paradigms, which continued to organize secondary 
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and higher education, were all too often dispensed with, in the 
name of progressive education. Teachers found it far easier to 
add isolated projects to the old subject-dominated curriculum 
than to structure school writing activities in a new curriculum 
that led coherently from the child’s experiences to the intellectual 
order of the disciplines, from expressive to transactional writing 
(to borrow James Britton’s terms). Because progressive educators 
had not formulated any intrinsic relationship between expressive 
student discourse and the transactional discourse of the disci- 
plines, project-centered writing often came to be seen as an “en- 
richment” activity, an adjunct to the regular curriculum for 
brighter or more creative students instead of as an integral part 
of it.'* Dewey himself found merit in the idea of projects, but as 
early as 1921 he warned that “too many projects were already 
so trivial as to be miseducative.”'’ Indeed, the project method 
never developed into a vital tradition in the disciplines, and its 
potential for writing instruction went unrealized. 

That the Deweyan progressives never came to terms with writ- 
ing in the disciplines is understandable given the disciplinary 
structure of American education. The study of education along 
progressive lines quickly became a professional discipline itself, 
what Arthur Bestor and other critics deridingly called the “inter- 
locking directorate of professional educationists.”’* This disci- 
plinary community formed its own distinct departments and col- 
leges in America (unlike other nations where disciplines retained 
much more control over curriculum and pedagogy in the 
schools).'* This separation from—and, all too often, antagonism 
with—other disciplines kept progressives from exploring the rela- 
tionship between secondary education and specific disciplinary 
inquiry. Progressive educators have never found it necessary, 
either intellectually or organizationally, to come to terms with 
the academic disciplines, to investigate along with colleagues in 
other disciplines what experiences (in the Deweyan sense) lead 
students to engage disciplinary knowledge in their writing and 
how those experiences should be arranged and structured to 
make that written engagement most useful in teaching. Moreover, 
the few English faculty who took an active interest in composition 
pedagogy and research (progressive or otherwise) were margin- 
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alized within their own departments. As a result, secondary edu- 
cation continued to follow the industrial model: on the one hand, 
teaching specific, discrete information; on the other hand, teach- 
ing generalized, universal “skills’—how to write or learn or 
think. In the great uncharted middle lay the vital activity of 
disciplines: the stuff out of which genuinely communicative and 
educative student writing might come. 

But by the same token, the institutional split between pedagogy 
and “content” gave academic disciplines in colleges and universi- 
ties yet another reason to devote little of their considerable re- 
search energy to the question of how best to initiate students 
into the discourse of their disciplinary communities. And such 
discipline-specific pedagogical research as there was had little 
status among academics and therefore little influence. 


Expressivists on Writing in the Disciplines 


Fruitful dialogue on writing and learning was impeded not only 
by divisions between progressive educators and the traditional 
disciplines but also by a split within progressive education itself. 
Two stereotypes of progressive education grew up in the 1920s 
and 1930s and captured, in a sense, the deep tension within 
the movement’s approach to writing, a tension that prevented 
Deweyan progressives from developing a coherent and persuasive 
alternative to the writing pedagogies of social efficiency and lib- 
eral culture. First, there was the progressive as Bohemian, the 
self-absorbed individualist teaching children to write avant-garde 
poetry under a tree while they neglected their spelling. Second, 
there was the progressive as parlor-pink radical, teaching children - 
to write subversive tracts while they neglected their spelling. To 
those who had read their Dewey, both were gross caricatures of 
his philosophy and methods. Yet these stereotypes of progressive 
writing instruction point to the deep division in progressive 
thought between those who emphasized writing (and education) 
as a vehicle for individual self-revelation and improvement and 
those who emphasized its uses for social reconstruction and im- 
provement. Clearly the two are not incompatible, as Dewey’s 
educational philosophy amply demonstrated, but in the highly 
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charged political atmosphere of the interbellum era, subtleties of 
Deweyan doctrine were often lost and, in the process, so was the 
potential for a coherent progressive approach to writing in the 
disciplines. 

The child-centered, individualist strain of progressivism—what 
Cremin calls its “virulent sentimentalism”—held neoromantic 
or “expressivist” views of writing instruction (Berlin’s term). 
Expressivist approaches began just after the turn of the century 
and continued through many versions to the present. All focused 
on cultivating the student’s inner promptings, her originality, 
imagination, integrity, and authentic voice—romantic qualities 
which lay beyond rhetorical principles.'* Expressivists distrusted 
direct methods of instruction, preferring to evoke writing from 
students with techniques designed to stimulate the innate poten- 
tial of the unconscious mind. These techniques were drawn from 
models of therapy (Freudian in the 1920s and Gestalt in the 
1930s) that attempted to free student writers from the inhibitions 
that blocked their creativity. Writing was thus an essentially 
subjective, mysterious response to individual experiencz, and its 
teaching a set of techniques for evoking that response. 

Expressivists dismissed the established genres and styles of 
academic writing in the disciplines as too confining and encour- 
aged students to find more creative approaches for writing about 
experience, whether studying English or other subjects. At the 
famous Lincoln High School at Teachers’ College (Columbia), 
students wrote informal essays in journalistic and literary genres 
on scientific and historical topics (“In Defense of the Snake”; 
“Secret History of the Count de Remi”; “The Santo Domingo 
Corn Dance”).'” These essays were the result of research and 
observation but clearly engaged the students’ interest and cre- 
ativity. 

Hughes Mearns, the guru of expressive writing in the 1920s 
(and a Lincoln teacher), anticipated a contemporary version of 
process-based pedagogy by insisting that “the method is writing 
and revision, many times repeated.” He reveled in constant exper- 
iment, “the beauty of imperfection,” as he called it, and put 
mechanical correctness as a last, though important, step in writ- 
ing. Mearns was also the forebear of Ken Macrorie, Peter Elbow, 
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and other contemporary expressivists in his attacks on “the 
demon of inhibition,” which blocks writers’ creativity, and in his 
insistence that teachers should themselves be writers. 

But the expressivist approach to writing held little appeal for 
the traditional disciplines, for its goals lay outside their purview. 
In the most influential statement of expressivist philosophy, The 
Child-Centered School, Harold Rugg and Anne Shumaker 
(Mearns’ colleagues at Lincoln) insisted that authentic writing 
must come out of “no formal course of study, no planned list of 
topics arranged in serial order” (255). The goal was the “enhance- 
ment of personality,” not the orderly acquisition of knowledge. 
Knowledge would inevitably come out of the student’s unfettered 
pursuit of her interests—a doctrine that Dewey called “really 
stupid” but one that appealed to teachers frustrated by the routine 
and rigidity of the college-dominated curriculum." 

At small, selective, progressive schools like Lincoln, where 
teachers were well versed in their disciplines, the method pro- 
duced results that impressed even the most vocal critics of pro- 
gressive education.” Teachers could individually guide students 
to writing experiences that not only enhanced personality but 
also elucidated the content of the disciplines. In less hospitable 
environments, with less knowledgeable teachers, the method 
could not reconcile the interests of the child with the demands of 
the discipline and became, its critics charged, an excuse for much 
educational faddishness and tomfoolery. So grew up the stereo- 
type of the student in a progressive classroom writing about his 
navel instead of his history. 

Like the advocates of liberal culture, with whom they shared 
many neoromantic assumptions, the expressivists attacked the 
commercialism and superficiality of modern industrial society. 
The specialization and professionalization of the disciplines was, 
for them, yet another source of division and inhibition. But unlike 
the proponents of liberal culture, the expressivists hoped to un- 
leash creativity in all students, not preserve disciplinary standards 
by teaching creative writing only to the gifted. They saw them- 
selves as rebellious artists, battling to free education and, with 
it, America from the modern evils of bureaucracy, alienation, 
competition—and some ancient evils as well—religious and sex- 
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ual repression. A creative revolution in consciousness, begun in 
the schools, would usher in a new age of community and har- 
mony.” The organization of the academic disciplines and the 
mundane business of teaching discipline-specific writing seemed 
irrelevant. In time, expressivist methods found a home in special- 
ized creative-writing classes, in one tradition of general-composi- 
tion instruction, and, most recently, in a segment of the contem- 
porary writing-across-the-curriculum movement (see chapter 9). 
But until the 1980s, the expressivists never made an impact on 
writing pedagogy outside English departments. 


Social Reformism and Writing: 
The Correlated Curriculum 


The second stereotype of progressive education, the political radi- 
cal, gained momentum in the 1930s as reformers sought more 
direct means of creating a new community through secondary 
education. For cross-curricular writing instruction, the most im- 
portant of these efforts was the correlated-curriculum movement, 
an attempt to abolish the formal disciplinary structure and to 
construct a new and unified curriculum. Ina correlated or “fused” 
curriculum, writing would be integrated into all subjects, and all 
teachers would be equally responsible for teaching it in conjunc- 
tion with a whole range of student experiences. Correlation 
would finesse the problem of writing in the disciplines by tran- 
scending the disciplinary organization of curriculum. 

The idea of correlation (sometimes called integration or fusion) 
had gained currency before World War | in the first wave of 
progressive reform. In a widely circulated 1913 article, NCTE 
founder James Fleming Hosic argued that teaching writing in all 
areas of the curriculum would counteract the “overspecializa- 
tion” of modern schools, “which can only result in mutual lack 
of sympathy, and which tends to disintegrate the life of the 
student instead of unifying and harmonizing it.” Writing instruc- 
tion throughout the curriculum would provide for the student a 
“consistent unifying of his life” and help schools see “boys and 
girls as developing beings with whole, undivided lives.”*' “Corre- 
lation of subjects” was one of the founding principles of the 
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Progressive Education Association (PEA) in 1919, encouraging 
the “direct and indirect contact with the world and its activities 
and the experience thus gained.”” 

But it was the social dislocations of 1930s that finally brought 
progressives to attempt a radical restructuring of curriculum. In 
the fall of 1930, as America was just awakening to the enormity 
of the Great Depression, the new president of the NCTE, Ruth 
Mary Weeks, delivered an inaugural address, which she hoped 
would Jaunch a restructuring not only of English teaching but also 
of the entire school curriculum and, beyond that, of industrial 
capitalism itself.”* This Kansas City high-school English teacher 
(a former student of Fred Newton Scott) and other influential 
progressives (such as PEA president George S. Counts) had an 
explicit political agenda behind their curricular reforms: they 
would use the schools to reconstruct society along what they 
considered more democratic and cooperative lines. “American 
industry,” Weeks wrote, “is not yet a democratic institution; but 
it is destined so to be, and the problem of public education 1s to 
make it sanely and efficiently so.””* Weeks, like Counts and other 
“social reconstructionists” as they called themselves, believed 
that industrial democracies would inevitably evolve toward “the 
socialization of production [public ownership and state control] 
to a much larger extent than we have become accustomed to 
expect, and the democratizing of industry as the workers them- 
selves share more and more in the direction of business.”* For 
America to achieve such “industrial democracy,” schools must 
teach students from all social classes to understand (and be able 
to direct) the whole industrial, economic, and political life of the 
nation—the “correlations” among the social forces which shape 
(and would be shaped by) the students’ lives (46). Weeks was 
convinced that only through a correlated or fused curriculum 
could American schools teach “the duty of large scale social 
thinking” and produce “labor which is prepared for industrial 
democracy” (48). 

Despite their frequent criticisms of industrial capitalism, the 
social reconstructionists were not Marxists but rather what came 
to be called New Deal liberals; in fact, they often argued that 
“industrial democracy,” inculcated by public schools, was the 
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nation’s best defense against a Marxist revolution. The sweeping 
social changes enacted by government during President Franklin 
Roosevelt’s first term gave Weeks, Counts, and other theorists of 
the movement confidence that schools could reconstruct society 
by reconstructing themselves.”° 

During the turbulent 1930s, this version of progressive educa- 
tion held out the promise of a curriculum that could bring genu- 
ine, though moderate, social reform. It offered a liberal alterna- 
tive to the conservatism of liberal culture and social efficiency. In 
contrast to the apolitical stance of the others, social reconstruc- 
tionists explicitly promoted political goals for the schools. “Every 
teacher,” Weeks wrote, “will work from a clearly formulated 
social and economic philosophy; and the pivotal and central fact 
in public schooling will at last be a social ideal.”*” The correlated 
curriculum was at bottom a critique of the administrative pro- 
gressives’ curricular model of social efficiency. An integrated 
curriculum “most successfully trains not for mere adjustment to 
life as it is, but for building a new and better world.”” But 
Weeks and her allies implicitly attacked the humanists’ curricular 
position as well because it relied on mental discipline instead of 
having a transactional pedagogy and because it rigidly defended 
traditional disciplinary boundaries. Schools were not to be merely 
the keepers of tradition; they were to be a third force in society, 
gradually transforming “on one hand the capitalist who cannot 
understand industrial democracy; on the other, labor which is 
unprepared for industrial democracy.””” 

In 1930, Weeks appointed an NCTE subcommittee, which 
she herself headed, to study various means of integrating or 
correlating subjects—the crucial step in restructuring the schools 
along transactional lines. The subcommittee’s report, A Corre- 
lated Curriculum (1936), appeared six years later. “Meaningful 
student experiences,” Weeks said in the report’s introduction, 
were the bricks of sound schools, but “an integrated curriculum 
furnishes the straw and clay for these educational bricks.”*° With- 
out a new basis for organizing instruction, student-centered re- 
forms would crumble. In a society with “no general information 
and no inherited traditions or scale of values by which to pick out 
a pattern from the educational pieces rattling in the educational 
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puzzle box of the curriculum,” only an integrated curriculum in 
which subjects were fused with one another and with the students’ 
experience can overcome alienation and “prevent students from 
viewing the world with purposeless despair.””’ 

Although A Correlated Curriculum was clear and challenging 
in its theoretical framework, its practical applications of Dew- 
eyan transactional theory were timid and predictable—perhaps 
because the committee was not proposing a model curriculum but 
surveying current practice to illustrate a wide range of possible 
models. In its survey of some sixty programs, A Correlated Cur- 
riculum cautiously moved from “Correlation of English with 
Other Fields through Incidental References and Isolated Proj- 
ects,” to “An English Course Based on Correlation with Other 
Subjects but Not Implying the Modification of Courses in Any 
Other Field,” to “Fusion of Subjects and Groups of Subjects,” 
and finally to the ideal: “Integration of All Educational Subjects 
or Transcending Subject-Matter Divisions.” There was some- 
thing for everyone to call correlation: writing about nature in 
English compositions, reading historical background in a litera- 
ture class, or reading a historical novel in a history class. But 
taken as a whole, the report read less like a “recasting of the 
whole educational program in the mold of a central purpose” — 
the committee’s avowed intention—and more like “English as a 
tool for other disciplines” or “the haphazard enrichment of En- 
glish by materials from related fields,” which Weeks deplores in 
the introduction.” 

The means of achieving curricular unity and the role of writing 
within that new unity remained vague: “As English is a study 
of the tool by which all knowledge is communicated and the 
repository in which all knowledge is deposited, English naturally 
becomes the pivot and binding element in any such curricular 
experiment” (283). If we brush away the grand phrasing, this 
amounts to saying that students speak, read, and write in the 
English language. The committee was unsure whether disciplin- 
ary divisions should continue to exist, but simply be better “coor- 
dinated” (and if so how they should be divided and linked), or, 
alternatively, whether all instruction should be “fused” around 
thought centers, social functions, core projects, “culture ep- 
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oches,” or some other rubric, with each teacher supervising all 
her students’ instruction and calling upon specialists in, say, 
writing or chemistry only when necessary. 

Even in the final chapter, “Complete Integration,” a coherent 
curriculum with a clear political agenda never emerged. Liberal 
and radical programs—the New York City Dalton School’s 
“socio-historical” critique of “cultures in conflict,” for exam- 
ple—stood without comment beside very conservative ones, such 
as the University of Chicago High School’s great-books program. 
In the book’s conclusion, Weeks acknowledged the gap between 
her vision of a correlated curriculum for a new industrial democ- 
racy and the reality of educational practice within a heteroge- 
neous urban society. “Our highly specialized culture,” she com- 
plained, “has this great defect as compared with the encyclopedic 
culture of our fathers; it creates servants, not masters, of life.” 
And she fell back on religious and romantic metaphors (which 
recall to the modern reader that old “encyclopedic culture”). 
“The minute specialization of modern life has been like the dissec- 
tion and analysis of the parts of a butterfly. ... How [does 
one] reanimate the butterfly?” (286). Correlation, she concluded, 
would require educators to make a leap of faith, “to adopt the 
Biblical motto, ‘Leave all and follow me’ ” (278). In a sense, 
the very structure of the report had forced this conclusion. The 
committee began with the assumption that “the organization of 
the curriculum as a whole on a correlative basis demands that 
educators develop a philosophy of education and of life, that they 
formulate a social program, that they commit themselves to some 
scale of values” (196). The survey of curricular experiments im- 
plicitly showed that there were many philosophies, social pro- 
grams, and scales of value in America, of which “industrial de- 
mocracy” was but one. The absence of “the encyclopedic culture 
of our fathers” made a leap of faith compulsory if curriculum 
were to be correlated, but not everyone would leap the same way. 


Correlation in Practice 


Correlation received its major test in the PEA’s Eight- Year Study, 
a nationwide experiment involving thirty schools from 1933 to 
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1941. The schools were almost all upper or middle class, with a 
high proportion of private or university laboratory schools, 
though public schools in a few large cities, such as Denver and 
Los Angeles, participated. Many cooperating colleges, including 
most of the prestigious eastern universities, gave the thirty 
schools’ graduates a dispensation from standard admissions ex- 
aminations, which turned out to be unnecessary: graduates of 
the programs did well, both on standardized tests and in college. 
The great challenge turned out to be dealing with almost unlim- 
ited curricular freedom. One principal expressed the fears of 
many, “My teachers and | do not know what to do with this 
freedom. It challenges and frightens us. | fear that we have come 
to love our chains.”*” 

Almost all of the experimental programs involved some form 
of English—social studies cooperation, though the complete fusion 
of subjects was rare, even in private and laboratory schools. 
Judging from the extensive reports of curricular and classroom 
practice, writing instruction became part of the project method, 
which is to say it was submerged in student activities and disap- 
peared as a formal part of the curriculum. Nevertheless, support- 
ers of correlation often suggested that correlation improved stu- 
dents’ use of language, including their writing. Reports from 
teachers in correlation programs emphasized heightened interest 
and motivation (for their students and for themselves); more 
discussion, reading, and writing; along with the other social 
benefits that were the central goal, such as developing a social 
conscience and an international consciousness. Several small em- 
pirical studies at specific schools verified that correlation in- 
creased students’ scores on nationally normed tests of reading 
comprehension, language usage, and composition.** But there 
were few data on which to base firm conclusions. 

Indeed, the massive evaluation of student performance in the 
thirty schools did not even attempt to measure writing ability or 
performance, though it did attempt to measure such intangibles 
as “social sensitivity,” “appreciation of literature and art,” and 
“personal and social adjustment.” Moreover, the evaluators 
moved away from essay examinations in all fields during the 
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course of the study and toward the new-type tests which were 
coming to dominate all educational evaluation in the 1930s.”° 
In any case, correlation never affected more than a fraction of 
America’s schools. No study ever found more than 8 percent 
of secondary schools with any form of correlation. The most 
comprehensive study, that done by the Bureau of Education in 
1949, found 3.5 percent of secondary schools with some kind 
of “core,” but 86 percent of these were junior-high civics or 
“problems of living” courses; and of the 14 percent in senior 
highs, the majority were for special tracks within comprehensive 
high schools—usually college preparatory—or in lab schools 
attached to colleges’ education departments.** Of the thirty 
schools that participated in the PEA’s Eight-Year Study, none 
retained an integrated class for more than a year after the study, 
and most dropped or seriously modified them before the experi- 
ment ended. The antiprogressive backlash of the late 1940s and 
1950s ended correlation experiments almost entirely.’’ Clearly, 
public school boards and administrators were not attracted to 
correlation as a general reform, though they adapted aspects of 
it for specific (which is to say, specialized) purposes, without 
adopting either its organizational structure or its theoretical and 
political assumptions. The vestiges of correlation that endured— 
the “problems of democracy” course or the junior-high civics 
course, for example—did so only if they fit easily into the existing 
disciplinary structure and pursued no controversial agenda.” 


Teachers and Disciplines React to Correlation 


Correlation, both the experiments and the subcommittee’s report, 
aroused strong and generally negative reactions from teachers 
and disciplines. Weeks had envisioned correlation creating a well- 
trained teaching corps who planned curriculum democratically. 
And indeed, teachers in experimental programs generally sup- 
ported the reforms enthusiastically (and teachers not selected for 
the programs sometimes expressed resentment at not having been 
chosen).*’ But as the correlation experiments continued through 
the 1930s, it became clear that, even where teachers had greater 
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control, they did not represent a united front. In some correlated 
programs, teachers clashed with administrators and school 
boards over pedagogical issues. Teachers complained that by 
giving students greater freedom and individual instruction, corre- 
lated or fused programs emphasized student differences and pre- 
vented slower students from making the progress that they could 
with structured, discipline-specific drill and practice.*” More of- 
ten, teachers split along disciplinary lines. In several correlated 
programs, English, art, and music teachers demanded “greater 
freedom of thought and action” than they had when “dominated 
by a social sciences theme.”*' Correlation did not erase disciplin- 
ary loyalties or interests. Try as they might, reform-minded ad- 
ministrators could not dismantle the old structures without teach- 
ers reverting to them when negotiating new ones. 

Outside the correlated programs, turf issues also dominated the 
debate over correlation. English rightly saw itself as the weaker 
partner in curricular marriages. Articles appeared with such pro- 
vocative titles as Philip R. Jenkins’ “Is English Going Out?”*® 
Comments in a 1945 English Journal reader survey ran four to 
one against correlation, with most citing practical problems: 
increased class sizes or the loss of courses, instructional time, and 
prestige to social studies in a curriculum with an explicitly social- 
reformist agenda.”’ But there were theoretical objections as well. 

Liberal culture saw correlation as yet another attack on an 
already-embattled discipline. Such critics as Percy V. Shelly 
chiefly feared that literary study would die out in American sec- 
ondary schools unless students took specific courses in it “with 
a trained lover of literature as a guide.” Shelly conceded that 
studying novels and poems in social studies and biology “is not 
a bad thing” because it “helps to make tolerable such dismal 
sciences and adds to the stature and importance of literature” 
(351). But allowing history and social studies into English class 
(except as background information) was “to pervert the study 
of literature.” Clearly there was more at stake than curricular 
jurisdiction. “Our most cherished values,” Shelly warned, are 
threatened by this “extremely dangerous . . . educational hobby 
horse of the moment” (349). 

Although liberal culture rarely cast the debate in political 
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terms, it clearly distrusted the social agenda of correlation. “To- 
day the attempt is being made,” Shelly warned, “to subordinate 
literature and the study of literature to a new religion—the reli- 
gion of humanity—and to a new morality—the morality of ‘social 
living’... for social reform, for a better ‘community life,’ for a 
better understanding of other races and nations, for world peace” 
(351). Liberal education in the Arnoldian sense, unlike this new 
“pragmatic liberalism” (Jenkins’ term), had higher things to pur- 
sue—‘“to broaden and deepen our perceptions and sympathies 
and make for ourselves not merely a mind but a soul” and to 
“remain cognizant of the nature of our subject and of those 
deeper regions of personality to which it brings life and energy” 
(344). 

Social studies also had much to say about integrating curricu- 
lum and, like English, little to say about sharing responsibility 
for writing instruction. From the social sciences’ perspective, 
correlation, integration, or fusion generally meant some combi- 
nation of history, political science, geography, civics, or “prob- 
lems of democracy” centered around “life experiences” or “social 
living” units.*° When educators from social studies mentioned 
writing or English as part of a fusion course, it was always as an 
adjunct. For example, Teaching the Social Sciences in Secondary 
Schools, a standard methods text from the late 1930s through 
the 1950s, advocated English—social studies fusion only if “the 
social studies teacher assumes full charge of the work of the other 
teachers” because only he has the “wide knowledge” necessary 
to coordinate the instruction around social themes. Social studies 
would “provide the basis of the work in composition” and “out- 
side reading” of historical novels would provide the content for 
literary study.*° This view of social studies as the core of the 
curriculum served the interests of the discipline, of course, but it 
was also a perfectly logical perspective given the social and politi- 
cal orientation of the whole correlation movement. However, 
social studies’ perspective on correlation lent credence to English 
teachers’ dire predictions of the death of literature in the schools, 
and it fueled disciplinary rivalries, particularly when depression- 
era funding cuts forced stiff competition for curricular re- 
sources.” 
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Administrators and Parents React to Correlation 


The administrative progressives also resisted correlation, though 
for different reasons than liberal culture had. In 1937, English 
Journal asked the senior advocate of job study and social effi- 
ciency, Franklin Bobbitt, to review A Correlated Curriculum after 
it had appeared in 1936. The English department cannot begin 
correlating, he predictably argued, until it has “formulated its 
objectives with sufficient exactness.” “To improve the efficiency 
of its labors,” the department must define the specific tasks and 
set about teaching them. Unless it does so, no program, “whether 
fused, semifused, or independent, can fully meet the urgent need 
of our population.”* Social efficiency rejected the most basic 
curricular assumption of correlation: that correlation of disci- 
plines would transform education and build a new, more demo- 
cratic community. “A closer synergism among the parts,” Bobbitt 
wrote, “can occur only when the wholeness or the unity appears 
first, and the parts are differentiated therefrom.” Reading, writ- 
ing, and speaking consisted of discrete, analyzable skills. The 
organization of instruction was irrelevant as long as those skills 
were taught. The traditional disciplines would do just fine as long 
as each teacher minded her own business and each discipline 
taught its assigned set of skills. 

Administrative progressives also rejected the basic political 
assumption of correlation: that schools must educate students 
not for what they would likely do after schooling but for what 
they wished to do. Like liberal culture, social efficiency denied 
the schools a direct role in effecting social change (though for its 
own reasons). Increasing differentiation would inevitably in- 
crease social well-being. The society itself would develop ac- 
cording to its own structural dynamic; schools merely served that 
end by training students to play their differentiated roles. As one 
critic of correlation put it in 1936, teaching writing and speaking 
is “largely a technical job” for which the teacher has “no responsi- 
bility to shape the destinies of any individual or group, in any 
coming social crisis (whether on the scale of a world wide eco- 
nomic construction or on the scale of an afternoon tea).” One 
merely “performs well his part of the task of preparing the student 
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for a mature life.”*° Administrative progressives considered the 
social reformists’ program a threat, and they dropped their char- 
acteristic apolitical stance. Bobbitt charged educational reformers 
in the social sciences with using “the slogans of democracy as a 
mere protective smoke screen for a communistic offensive” and 
charged the “integrators” with presuming “to think and plan for 
the masses.””” 

In the swirl of ideological and turf battles, pedagogical ques- 
tions were largely brushed aside, including questions about the 
role of writing in the disciplines. The drive toward administrative 
efficiency resisted or coopted reformers’ efforts to introduce even 
limited amounts of extended writing. The widely used textbooks 
of Charles A. Beard and Harold Rugg, for example, contained 
numerous projects for student investigation and writing at the 
end of each chapter, and Beard also published collections of 
primary sources to accompany his texts to promote the kind of 
critical inquiry he favored. But soon textbook companies were 
producing workbooks and objective tests keyed to his texts, with 
fill-in-the-blank questions designed to drill students on factual 
knowledge.” Moreover, the political assumptions of the social 
reformers’ textbooks aroused virulent opposition from adminis- 
trators, school boards, and parents.”* The issue was quickly re- 
duced to whether the books and ideas would be used, not how 
they would be used. Beard, Rugg, and other progressive textbook 
authors never made a large issue of writing in social-science 
pedagogy, contenting themselves with fighting the more pressing 
battles over the content and aims of instruction. 

Similarly, Deweyan progressives in the social sciences unsuc- 
cessfully resisted the administrative progressives’ use of objective 
tests. A controversial 1934 American Historical Association 
(AHA) report called the tests a “menace to education” because 
they did not require students to “put forth continuous and con- 
structive effort in thinking and writing” in the social sciences 
(italics mine), and the information and values they measured 
had no “meaning for the lives of pupils in society.”** But the 
controversy over objective testing—the one burning educational 
issue of the 1930s that centered on writing—took on an overtly 
political character, which eclipsed the issue of writing and learn- 
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ing. Deweyan progressives primarily resisted “objective” tests on 
the grounds that they were not truly objective. Such tests were, the 
AHA said, inevitably biased toward one intellectual or political 
perspective and they were therefore a potentially coercive form 
of indoctrination.’ Nevertheless, the objective-testing movement 
forged ahead, developing tests not only of knowledge but of 
social attitudes. Such tests, proponents claimed, would allow 
social studies teachers to measure how well students had ab- 
sorbed the values and attitudes their courses taught, as well as 
students’ factual knowledge—all without writing. 

Parents also generally opposed correlation—so effectively, in 
fact, that their opposition became the most important reason 
cited for curtailing or drastically modifying programs.°* From 
Oakland to Scarsdale, Minneapolis to Houston, parents orga- 
nized to protest. Their most common argument was that a corre- 
lated curriculum taught their children less than a traditional 
curriculum, particularly in writing and mathematics. Administra- 
tors organized parent-teacher meetings and disseminated infor- 
mation about the new programs in an effort to defuse complaints. 
The most common defense was test scores. In every controlled 
trial, students in correlated programs did as well or better than 
those in traditional classes. But the complaints persisted, for the 
underlying issue was values, not knowledge; the hidden curricu- 
lum, not the published one. Parents resented what they correctly 
viewed as an attempt to promote values contrary to their own. 
They insisted it was not the job of a teacher to “take on psycholog- 
ical or family problems” or controversial political issues. In a 
more general sense, parents often feared the shift in teacher role— 
“so much talking” and “children wandering around the room at 
will,” as one complained. Correlation was from their perspective 
a system of “thought control in the classroom,” as another parent 
put it, and indeed the curricula were often specifically designed 
to change the attitudes of students and thus the political and 
economic structure of the nation.” 

Parents, unlike teachers, had the wherewithal to change the 
system. In upper-middle-class Scarsdale, New York, a city with 
one of the first and most comprehensive experiments with the 
Dalton contract plan of individual study, parental pressure forced 
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the board and administration to adopt a series of cutbacks. The 
Dalton plan accentuated the differences in student ability and 
maturity, parents complained, and allowed many students to fall 
behind in subjects for which they had little interest or aptitude. 
Parents found the results “undemocratic” and the school board 
finally agreed to reinstate regular classes and grading.”* In the 
private high school in St. Louis where the PEA’s Eight- Year Study 
began, parents “in the professional and business classes of the 
population” insisted that students needed to have “more specific 
experiences in English.”°” They demanded after-school “skills 
periods” for students to study grammar; soon these “became so 
important that the integrated course began to disintegrate,” as 
the principal quipped (379). In many schools, “common learn- 
ings” or “core classes” first had their names changed to the less 
controversial “double period class,” then became elective, and 
finally reverted to two separate classes. In a thorough reversal, 
correlated “core” courses sometimes evolved into even more 
specialized elective courses on such topics as “child development” 
or “psychology of daily living and occupational relations.”® In 
the Denver schools, a model of progressivism for twenty years, 
parents protested the teacher-developed correlated course so ve- 
hemently that the school board abolished it. Significantly, English 
teachers who taught the correlated courses were reassigned to 
new remedial or skills-oriented courses with such titles as diag- 
nostic English or instructional communication.” 


From Correlation to Life Adjustment 


The 1930s marked the last attempt to do away with the disciplin- 
ary structure in public education, and while the urge to create a 
unified community and shared responsibility for writing re- 
mained strong, it manifested itself in ways that acknowledged 
the permanence and power of the by-then-traditional disciplines, 
though disciplines had by no means defined their approach to 
writing in any coherent way. 

The failure of correlation was thus significant. It illustrated 
to all—not least to the social reformists—how thoroughly and 
rapidly Americans had accepted a new tradition: education based 
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not on a coherent philosophy but on an additive, differentiated 
structure of discrete disciplines. As Weeks pointed out in the 
introduction to A Correlated Curriculum, “It is, indeed, but a 
generation or two since English literature was taught in no other 
way than in relationship to the classics, philosophy, and history; 
since all training in composition was given in the content- 
courses.” But the “educational home-coming for English” she 
sought was thwarted at every turn by a tradition of specialization 
only four or five decades old. Parents, teachers, professional 
associations, and administrators chose differentiation over corre- 
lation and fusion. 

It is ironic that in many schools and communities, the demo- 
cratic process, which the reformers hoped to foster through the 
schools, was the very process that opponents used to defeat their 
reforms. Time after time, parents or teachers or both put pressure 
on school boards or administrators to restore familiar structures, 
in defiance of the educational experts. Perhaps the greatest irony 
was that the social reformists’ vision of “community” so often 
conflicted with a community’s vision of “community.” These 
reformers harked back to an America of face-to-face communi- 
ties—the homogeneous small towns where many of them were 
raised.” But the kind of unity they sought required a consensus 
that no longer existed, a consensus the reformers themselves 
lacked in their approach to writing, as well as to politics. 

By the close of the 1930s, correlated or fused courses had 
come to be called core courses and the buzzword was no longer 
correlation but life adjustment. The change was more than in 
name alone. Gone was the emphasis on unifying the curriculum 
through fusing or correlating disciplines and with it the emphasis 
on social reform. Instead, curricular reformers returned to the 
social efficiency “skills” model, centered around themes “impor- 
tant to adolescents” rather than “important themes.” As Weeks 
had warned, the administrative progressives’ goal was to give 
students the tools necessary to “adjust” to adult life, not a unified 
philosophy to transform American life.’ The PEA produced a 
series of reports organized, significantly, by disciplinary areas: 
Science in General Education (1938), The Social Studies in Gen- 
eral Education (1940), and Language in General Education 
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(1940).° These reports provided the outlines for the “life adjust- 
ment” curricular reforms of the postwar era, including the em- 
phasis on “communication skills” (see chapter 8). By the late 
1940s, the PEA lost interest in the correlation projects, which 
had abandoned the most radical elements of the experiment al- 
ready, and the organization itself died during the McCarthy era. 
The same methods text that had devoted a whole section to 
English—social studies correlation experiments in the 1935 edi- 
tion, Teaching the Social Sciences in Secondary Schools, devoted 
only one sentence to it in the 1952 edition—merely noting that 
such experiments were no longer common.” Educational reform- 
ers clung to the dream of an academic community and with it 
the promise of a society whose members shared a “common 
learning.” But in all the curricular oscillations yet to come, never 
again would a national movement call for the end of disciplinary 
boundaries. Ruth Mary Weeks continued to teach English at 
Paseo High School in Kansas City, Missouri, and turned her 
attention to reading research and her continuing campaign to end 
discriminatory work rules for women in education. 

As Larry Cuban has pointed out, the Deweyan progressives had 
their greatest influence on elementary rather than on secondary 
pedagogy, for elementary education was not organized by disci- 
plines. And the progressives’ contributions to writing instruction 
were also felt most in the elementary school, where an interdisci- 
plinary “language arts” approach became the norm. In the final 
analysis, progressive education affected writing instruction in 
secondary and higher education so little because reformers found 
no meaningful strategy, no vital genres, for introducing and se- 
quencing writing in the disciplines. In their rush to reform curric- 
ula and teaching methods, Deweyan progressives never ade- 
quately answered the crucial question of what students should 
write and how they should be taught to write in a differentiated 
educational system.” Its tentative answer, that students should 
write about their experiences, ignored the demands of the disci- 
plines which structured the curriculum. Thus progressive educa- 
tion never reached the delicate balance John Dewey had envi- 
sioned between the student experience and the disciplinary 
structure; nor did progressives even seek such a balance in any 
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systematic way, divided as they were over matters pedagogical 
and political. The progressives’ faith in the methods of science 
and the inevitability of progressive change, their professional 
isolation, their pursuit of sweeping educational reforms blinded 
them to the demands of other disciplines, other traditions, and 
thus to the vital contexts, rhetorical and educational, out of which 
writing and writing pedagogy must inevitably grow. 

Nor did progressive education adequately answer the question 
of who should teach writing. Its tentative answer, that all teachers 
should help students improve their writing, presupposed an out- 
moded vision of community inadequate to deal with the frag- 
menting of discourse communities, disciplinary, social, and politi- 
cal, that carried on the manifold activities of writing and its 
teaching in modern America. In the compromises that Deweyan 
progressives made with social efficiency, writing as a transac- 
tional, social act was too readily left off of the agenda, and all 
too often progressive educators were content to let remediation 
and traditional pedagogy dominate writing instruction while they 
pursued other agendas. 

In the postwar era, the progressives’ critics would press for an 
academic model of instruction and higher “standards” based on 
the structure and goals of the disciplines. Dewey and progressive 
education became the villains instead of the heroes. In the back- 
lash against progressive education, schools went “back to the 
basics” and to the disciplinary structure. Not until the late 1970s 
and early 1980s did the progressive vision reanimate writing 
instruction, though in ways so curiously indirect that their early- 
twentieth-century American heritage was often forgotten. 


Writing in the Progressive Colleges 


Although Deweyan progressives faced enormous difficulties in 
public schools, progressive methods profoundly influenced writ- 
ing in colleges that had been founded or reorganized along Dew- 
eyan lines between the world wars. At Antioch University, the 
model of the progressive college, students combined socially ori- 
ented general-education courses, such as Finance 101 (each made 
a personal budget) and Aesthetics 111 (each reported on the 
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design of a nearby city), with real-world experiences in industry 
or government arranged by the college. The curriculum specifi- 
cally used writing assignments to spur the broad synthesis of 
knowledge and experience toward which it aimed. Each student 
was required to write a self-reflective paper, first as a freshman, 
then as a senior, to clarify his educational experience and to chart 
its direction at those two crucial periods in his education. A 
faculty advisor then discussed the paper with the student to help 
him consciously formulate his personal aims, not to evaluate 
his performance. Comprehensive written examinations over the 
general-education courses required a student to connect one 
course with another and the course work with his real-world 
experience, even when the courses did not systematically do so. 
And a final senior paper, usually the result of experience or 
experiment, as well as reading, capped the student’s undergradu- 
ate years.” 

At Bennington College and at Sarah Lawrence College, institu- 
tions specifically founded on progressive principles (in direct con- 
sultation with William Heard Kilpatrick at Bennington), writing 
was also an important part of learning. Students were required 
to complete a large interdisciplinary investigative project, almost 
always written, during their first two years, before they were 
allowed to begin the last two years. Class time was deliberately 
kept to a minimum to allow students time for investigation and 
writing. But even with this emphasis on intensive study of inter- 
disciplinary problems through written projects, Bennington could 
not avoid a discipline-centered curriculum or evolve as integrated 
an approach to general education as Kilpatrick had wished. “The 
[disciplinary] divisions of the college,” wrote its second president, 
Barbara Jones, “became something like separate schools, each 
offering rival schemes of general education.” The social sciences 
had their small working groups to investigate solutions to social 
problems; the humanities had their great books; the sciences their 
laboratory projects; the fine arts their fusion of curricular and 
extracurricular practice and performance. There would be social 
community and, as it turned out, a dominantly liberal political 
community, but not an intellectual one, except in the broadest 
terms. In the 1940s Bennington revised its curriculum to make a 
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virtue of the necessity of disciplinary specialization. The goal 
became, as Jones put it, “to make available to all students, in the 
most effective way, the fundamental language of each of the 
important fields of human achievement . . . and to bring up for 
serious common consideration the main lines of philosophical 
conflict which divide us, as well as those traditional values which 
unite us, as members of American civilization.””’ Like the re- 
search universities, Bennington did not escape differentiation, but 
it did at least confront it by acknowledging that students could 
visit—if not inhabit—several of the disciplinary universes 
through their written projects. 

Bennington’s “sister in progressivism,” Sarah Lawrence, also 
engaged students in social issues and activities through writing. 
Without grades or formal class meetings, the project method 
subsumed all other instructional methods. Students investigated 
problems that interested them, and New York City, only thirty 
minutes away, became a huge educational laboratory. For exam- 
ple, in one of the general-education “exploratory” courses in 
psychology, called Observation of Personality and Behavior, stu- 
dents walked through Harlem, then along Fifth Avenue, making 
notes on “ten people in different settings” and taking pictures. 
They then wrote characterizations of four of them to illustrate 
“significant types of personality produced by modern civiliza- 
tion.”’' One student in a sociology course claimed that stories of 
depression-era poverty were exaggerated, so her advisor arranged 
for her to do volunteer work in a relief bureau. Over a period of 
months, she wrote case histories and in the process changed her 
previous view. In literature courses students wrote analyses of 
texts in terms of contemporary social (rather than purely aes- 
thetic) issues: “women and the conventions of society,” “culture 
of social minority groups,” and modern novels on economic 
problems. In conferences and small-group discussions, students 
were required to explain their research and defend their stands. 
This education was “liberal” in a new way, a political way, as 
upper-middle-class parents discovered when their children came 
home for vacation sounding like “parlor pinks,” as one Benning- 
ton freshman’s father noted.” 

At Alexander Meiklejohn’s Experimental College, attached to 
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the University of Wisconsin, writing also played a central role in 
what its founder called “this never-accomplished but never-to- 
be-abandoned enterprise of the human spirit—the search for 
unified understanding.””? Meiklejohn began the college with a 
typical great-books curriculum, Greek literature in translation 
discussed in small groups, supplemented with Oxbridge-style 
tutorials. But the Experimental College quickly moved toward a 
progressive concern with contemporary problems and student 
interests. In the “Athens-America curriculum,” as it came to be 
called, students read classical Greek literature and nineteenth- 
century American texts not as masterpieces to be admired but as 
examples of cultures solving problems. The goal of analyzing the 
past in its historical context was to enrich understanding of 
present problems and, Meiklejohn hoped, to build social values 
and active social involvement, which would lead the next genera- 
tion to forge a new, uniquely American culture. 

The writing assignments at the heart of the program—the only 
method of evaluation apart from discussions with students— 
often asked students to confront issues in a way that liberal 
culture avoided as irrelevant. After reading Thucydides, for ex- 
ample, freshmen were asked, “Describe the conflict about wealth 
with which Solon had to deal. What did Solon do about this 
conflict? ... Do you find any similar conflict today? If so, what 
is your Opinion and your attitude toward it?” (77). In proper 
progressive fashion, sophomores went to their home “region” 
and studied its cultural heritage, analyzed its values in relation 
to some institution “of greatest interest and closest acquaintance 
to” themselves, and made maps, charts, and illustrations. They 
were to turn in not only the final report but “any record of your 
attitude toward it as it developed during the progress of your 
work” (83). In other assignments, students imagined themselves 
ancient Greeks, American presidents, and so on. The genres were 
deliberately varied and provoking, mixing notes, journals, and 
tentative opinion statements with more conventional finished 
forms. 

Faculty evaluations of students were also written, one version 
for the eyes of the student’s next advisor-tutor (a new one each 
semester) and a different report for the student and his parents. 
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Reading these evaluations, one sees the faculty grappling with 
the problems of student writing on a deep level. Faculty com- 
mented on the medical and psychological, the cultural, economic, 
and ethnic factors that conditioned their students’ writing. Some 
excerpts from the confidential reports about three students will 
illustrate. 


[Jensen] missed most of his conferences, for which he always had excuses 
which he did not profess to regard too adequate. He couldn’t get at what 
Henry Adams was saying, so he wrote nothing. Knowing he had an 
interest in horses, I proposed he write a paper on the evolution of the 
horse for his science period. He did. He made a sort of outline sketch 
from a technical book on the subject, cataloging periods and species 
with labels which I fear he understood no better than I. He is a likable 
boy and can be got to respond readily and volubly in most any argument 
on his own terms. On the whole, I think he is wasting his time. 


In part [Joe’s] trouble is imagination and organization; he saw little 
continuity between the chapters of his regional study until I pointed it 
out to him. In part his difficulty is an inability to exclude irrelevant 
details. In part it is paucity of background brought from a small-town 
high school, and here I think the college has helped him and may continue 
to help him a great deal. 

He writes better than most others, with only an occasional slip in 
idiom which he is pleased to have you point out. A good earnest, hard- 
working, thinking student [179]. 


From a prosperous family . . . [Peter’s] military school attitude tells the 
story of his life here. He rolls up his sleeves, reads his “assignment,” 
slams the book closed, and writes his paper. The papers are usually 
short, clearly thought out, but superficial. He wrote one very long paper 
which reflected a fine job of fact-finding and organization, but little 
critical thought. He swore he would never do a paper that thoroughly 
again—but he will if he is challenged—he will do anything on a “dare.” 

Lately his blithe acceptance of the social order has been undergoing 
changes; he begins to doubt the divinity of our political system, though 
the industrial system is beyond reproach [181]. 


The faculty clearly saw writing as a central means of achieving 
the intellectual and personal integration at which the program 
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aimed. The opportunity to guide the writing of a small group of 
students over a semester allowed faculty to see the students’ 
social and intellectual development as a whole. This writing-rich 
education depended not only on low student-faculty ratios (about 
six to one) and low research expectations on faculty but also 
on the homogeneity and independence of the faculty. But most 
importantly, no remedial stigma was attached to writing or its 
improvement because the activity of writing was an integral part 
of doing and learning, not merely a means of showing learning. 


Writing in General-Education Programs 
at Public Universities 


General-education programs built on progressive assumptions 
(and the variety of student writing they evoked) did not find as 
secure a place at research universities as they did at private col- 
leges, for the compartmentalized, research-driven universities 
could not find interdisciplinary genres and forums for student 
writing. The most influential and long-lasting (if not the first) 
general-education program at a research university was Colum- 
bia’s Contemporary Civilization course, whose humanities coun- 
terparts, General Honors and, later, Humanities A and B, were 
built on very different assumptions (as I noted in the last chapter). 
CC, as it was called, is worth looking at in some detail, for it 
illustrates the social sciences’ response to the problem of writing 
for general education in public schools and universities. 

CC was born of political controversy. Just after America en- 
tered the European conflict in 1917, the War Department asked 
Columbia to develop a war-issues course to indoctrinate officer 
candidates on the cultural and political reasons for America’s 
involvement and to prepare them for service in Europe. Several 
Columbia faculty and administrators had been vocal opponents 
of American entry into the war, and the trustees had ordered an 
investigation of the faculty’s political views (which led to the 
resignation of several faculty, including Charles A. Beard). After 
the war, several faculty asked that a peace-issues course be devel- 
oped to prepare students for peacetime. The result was CC, first 
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taught in 1919 by a group of faculty from history, philosophy, 
government, and economics.” 

Despite its origins (or perhaps because of them), the course did 
not seek confrontation but “objective,” rational cooperation— 
on the disciplinary model of the politically progressive and liberal 
social sciences. Although the course was not an introduction to 
any specific discipline, its philosophy and aims accorded with 
those of the new social sciences, which privileged recent social 
history over ancient history, studies of the common man and 
economic conditions over chronicles of great men and events. 
(Beard’s economic interpretation of the U. S. Constitution is 
perhaps the best example.) A critical, objective “historical-mind- 
edness” was necessary, the “new historians” argued, for promot- 
ing intellectual liberty on which social progress depended in a 
democracy.’ Columbia faculty member James Harvey Robinson 
(the doyen of the new historians and a close associate of another 
Columbia professor, John Dewey) did not plan the course, but 
its planners consistently credited him with its inspiration. The 
bulletin described the goal: “To give the student early in his 
college course objective materials on which to base his own 
further studies and his own judgement will, it is believed, aid him 
greatly in enabling him to understand the civilization of his own 
day and participate effectively in it.””° Here is the progressives’ 
vision of the active democratic citizen, rationally transforming 
the future through understanding the past, a call to develop 
civic judgment, not the aesthetic judgment of liberal culture. But 
neither is this the classical, rhetorical education of the citizen 
orator, committed to teaching the overtly persuasive expression 
of received ideas and communally shared values. It was to be an 
education growing out of the social scientist’s new quest for 
objectivity. The speeches and actions of great men would no 
longer guide the student, as they had in the rhetorical tradition 
of imitatio so central to classical education. Instead an objective 
reading of the past would create a distanced, rational under- 
standing. 

These aims complicated two crucial questions of pedagogy: 
what to write and why. Students would not be asked to use the 
formal conventions of the social science disciplines because the 
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course was to be general education, not discipline specific. But 
neither was it academically respectable, or politic, to have stu- 
dents writing in popular genres: partisan political journalism of 
the kind faculty were avoiding as unbecoming a social scientist 
in academia. In fact, the organization of the curriculum finessed 
this problem, as it did the problem of writing in the humanities’ 
general-education courses. The freshmen (and, beginning in 
1929, the sophomores also) were divided into groups of twenty- 
five to thirty, each meeting with a single professor for a year. 
They read and discussed the same materials, which were collected 
(and sometimes written) by the instructors. However, instructors 
did not use the same writing assignments. Though diversity was 
lauded as a virtue, it removed a forum for raising conflicts over 
pedagogical and disciplinary methodology. It avoided discussions 
of the real sticking points—what should be taught and how—by 
limiting the issue to what should be read and when (but even here 
there was enough disagreement to prompt six major revisions in 
twenty years). Once again differentiated structure brought an 
organizational solution to an ideological problem.” 

To find room in the. curriculum for CC, the college dropped 
one year of composition, hoping that the CC discussions would 
make students more “articulate” and obviate the need for formal 
writing instruction.”” (The remaining year of composition was 
gradually reduced until the introduction of Humanities A and B 
erased it entirely.) Had writing improvement been a concrete 
objective for the course, the faculty might have developed assign- 
ments (and thus genres) that were part of the activity of the 
course. But the course aimed to refine understanding and judg- 
ment, not to teach content or disciplinary method, and these less 
concrete goals, the instructors found, could be accomplished with 
oral instruction. Instructors were not required to assign papers. 
In fact, students were tracked into sections based on their scores 
on objective tests. Only the sections for high-scoring students 
typically required essays; students in the middle- and low-scoring 
sections usually kept notebooks on their readings instead of hav- 
ing to write essays. Once again writing became a way of discrimi- 
nating among students instead of a way of making education 
general.” 
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Moreover, the students’ attainment of these goals was mea- 
sured without resorting to writing. Edward L. Thorndike, the 
champion of mental measurement, was also in residence at Co- 
lumbia with Dewey and James Harvey Robinson, and his philoso- 
phy shaped the course as well, through administrative channels. 
The only universal requirement for CC classes was that instruc- 
tors report students’ progress quarterly (and of course assign 
grades each semester). At first instructors gave midterm “pa- 
pers”—hour-long essay examinations—to meet the requirement. 
The year after the course began (and two years after Columbia 
began accepting intelligence-test scores for admission), the dean 
encouraged the CC faculty to experiment with new-type tests as 
a means of providing a more comprehensive and reliable measure 
of students’ adjustment to the demands of college study than the 
individual responses of two dozen CC instructors could give. 
Though the faculty were skeptical at first, trials of essay-exam 
reliability undercut their arguments. In a two-year experiment 
(the first large-scale trial of new-type exams in a course—as 
distinct from entrance or exit exams for an institution), the new 
exams proved to be as reliable as essays—and, predictably, far 
less time-consuming to administer.”° 

According to Issac L. Kandel, a faculty member from Teachers’ 
College who advised CC instructors on new-type tests, “Instruc- 
tors soon became convinced of their utility; in some cases perhaps 
they became too convinced, since the value of the essay examina- 
tion was in danger of being depreciated, and more particularly 
by those who had been in the habit of employing it regularly than 
by the advocates of the new type test.”*’ Although some faculty 
continued to use essays to supplement the standard tests, citing 
the need to test the student’s “power of accurate and cogent 
expression, and his ability to organize his material,” others came 
to rely exclusively on new-type tests. The administration sup- 
ported the change not only to save faculty time but also to provide 
more defensible data for advising freshmen.” The bureaucratic 
demands of the system left no real reason to assign and teach 
writing conscientiously. 

The CC staff were mainly junior faculty who needed time for 
research, and the new-type exams not only freed them from much 
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paper grading (secretaries scored the new-type tests) but also 
simplified their interactions with students. After the new tests 
were instituted, faculty had fewer complaints about unfair grad- 
ing or inconsistent instruction. As one instructor wrote in his 
evaluation of the experiment, “The New Examination relieves 
the teacher of the necessity for defending his position; an endless 
source of unpleasant bickering.”*’ The lack of mandated ex- 
tended writing and externally graded essay exams also relieved 
the faculty (and students) of any need to negotiate a collective 
meaning of general education (other than the reading of certain 
books to obtain a certain score on a standardized examination). 

The absence of written forums within general-education pro- 
grams where students (and faculty) could confront issues was 
yet another manifestation of the relentless professionalization of 
academia along bureaucratic lines, the classroom correlate of the 
social scientist’s carefully circumscribed discourse. As Burton J. 
Bledstein has said, “Universities quietly took divisive issues such 
as race, capitalism, labor, and deviant behavior out of the public 
domain and isolated these problems within the sphere of profes- 
sionals—men who learned to know better than to air publicly 
their differences.”** A general-education course, involving faculty 
from different disciplines with divergent interests, also encour- 
aged limitations on discourse—what Veysey calls “patterned iso- 
lation,” a “need to fail to communicate,” which minimized con- 
flict but created a general education “without recourse to shared 
values.””° 

Historians of general-education programs at Columbia and 
other universities have pointed to the conflict between depart- 
mental specialization and general education as a cause of ten- 
sion.”* Certainly, general-education programs struggled to find 
faculty who would place the general-education program (includ- 
ing writing instruction) on par with their commitment to research 
and thus their career prospects, which were intertwined with 
specialized research. The temptation to devote time to one’s own 
writing at the expense of students’ writing has been present since 
the research ideal restructured institutional values in the 1880s. 
But the failure to develop a tradition of writing instruction in 
general-education courses also grew out of the university’s ten- 
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dency to narrow the kinds of writing that it accepted as legitimate. 
Faculty were caught between the demands of specialization— 
with the responsibility to communicate in ways appropriate to 
their disciplines—and the demands of teaching a broad, general- 
education course. They were limited by their views of writing, as 
well as by the time available for it. 

To liberal culture, writing was an unteachable response to 
inner promptings, a mode of appreciation or an indication of 
genius. Writing did not aid learning; it showed the state of mind. 
For progressive education, writing was a means of therapy or a 
vehicle for political consciousness-raising. To the social sciences 
in general, writing was a distanced, objective response to a 
problem defined by the discipline, not by political or personal 
exigencies, with a solution circumscribed by the discipline, not 
negotiated with those outside it. Students wrote primarily to 
demonstrate knowledge, not to discover or communicate it. Con- 
sequently, none of these academic cultures evolved a tradition of 
writing instruction in general education, and the roles that writing 
could play were primarily evaluative rather than pedagogical. 

Finally, there was little contact between the humanistic and 
the social science versions of general education. Without a shared 
sense of values and purposes, an academic community, there 
could be no meaningful discourse community. Even in the 1940s, 
when CC’s faculty borrowed from Humanities A the practice of 
using original historical documents in their entirety, they used 
them for different ends than did the humanities’ faculty. “In CC 
[primary texts] are read as sources, as data; in Humanities they 
are read as self-sufficient creations, as ends in themselves.”” 
Caught in their own rhetorical universes, the two versions ulti- 
mately compromised with the regulative, bureaucratic demands 
of social efficiency, a curricular structure that kept the peace 
through a policy of containment. Daniel Bell and, twenty years 
later, Gerald Graff have argued that the most meaningful general 
education might come from an encounter between liberal culture 
and the social sciences, CC and Humanities A, to force the two 
cultures to confront their differences.** The final test of such a 
curriculum, I suspect, would be whether faculty from competing 
disciplinary cultures could design a common writing assignment 
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to achieve a common goal, formulate criteria for evaluating it, 
and reliably apply those criteria. That test may not be possible 
given the deep divisions in modern academia. But without such 
concrete agreement on the role of writing in general education, 
a unified academic discourse community will continue to be an 
unexamined—and unrealized—ideal, and the myth of transience 
will continue to hold out the false promise that some comprehen- 
sive means of dramatically improving student writing lies waiting 
in yet another reform of general education. 
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THE DISCIPLINES ENTER 
THE INFORMATION AGE 


Te years following World War II were crucial for writing 
instruction, not so much because American secondary and higher 
education took a new direction but because the pace of change 
accelerated so dramatically. The growth of higher education in 
the postwar era, not only in the size and number of institutions 
but in the variety of programs they offered, increased differentia- 
tion exponentially. Moreover, the explosion in knowledge during 
and after the war—aided for the first time by massive federal 
and corporate research funding—only multiplied and reinforced 
disciplinary boundaries and thus the distance between faculty 
and student, university and secondary school. Higher education 
fully became, in Burton Clark’s phrase, a vast aggregate of “small 
worlds, different worlds.”’ 

Academia reflected the increasing differentiation and rational- 
ization of the whole society as America entered the information 
age. In 1956, the year William H. Whyte published The Organiza- 
tion Man, white-collar workers outnumbered blue-collar workers 
for the first time in American history. For the first time in any 
nation, secondary education was expected of all, and the word 
dropout carried a social stigma. For greater numbers of Ameri- 
cans, a college education came to be thought of as a necessity, 
perhaps a right. And even graduate education became common, 
to the amazement of Europeans. The claims of equity and inclu- 
sion had clearly won a decisive victory, but the claims of excel- 
lence and exclusion were also heard. 
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Frequent exposés of Americans’ “illiteracy” made it clear that 
the demands for writing were increasing, both in schools and 
on the job. Americans learned that poor writing was a serious 
problem, from the high-school dropout to the Ph.D. candidate. 
And there were new villains: television and progressive education. 
But the real culprit was the very success of the economic and 
educational systems in raising expectations, combined with the 
old assumption that writing was a single skill, independent of 
specific contexts. Increasing specialization in education and in 
work demanded that students be taught to write for a host of 
new situations. But the system, still tied to a reductive conception 
of writing, did not provide the means to teach writing in new 
contexts. The myth of transience grew in power as one panacea 
succeeded another: life adjustment, “new criticism,” communica- 
tions courses, computers. 

In this chapter I first trace developments in several earlier 
traditions of writing instruction as they entered the information 
age: essay examinations, theses, lab reports, and business- and 
technical-writing courses. On the whole, these developments ac- 
celerated differentiation and made writing and writing instruc- 
tion even more transparent to faculty and less important in the 
classroom. I then take up the most important of the postwar 
general-education reforms, the Harvard “Redbook” and the 
communications movement, to examine the ways in which they 
coped with the effects of increasing specialization. 


Essay Examinations 


In the postwar era, American education carried out the testing 
movement’s policies with a vengeance. Objective tests almost 
entirely replaced essays on external examinations: national, state, 
and local. Machine-scored testing became the primary means of 
sorting students into the proliferating and increasingly differenti- 
ated institutions and programs. As both opponents and propo- 
nents had feared, objective tests made extended writing instruc- 
tion even more difficult. Postwar technological advances, such as 
the IBM computer, made machine-scored tests so economical 
that even individual schools and classrooms could use them, 
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ushering in the age of Scan-Tron. With machine-scored tests 
providing the most important measures of performance, essay 
writing became increasingly distant from the activities of educa- 
tion that mattered most to the system. The 1940s and 1950s saw 
very few studies of essay examinations in the United States. The 
testing movement evolved into its own disciplinary community, 
which resisted “subjective” measures.” The rest of the industrial- 
ized world retained essays as the primary means of evaluation 
and for precisely the reasons the U.S. critics of new-type tests had 
marshaled in the 1930s. Research and development of essay- 
testing procedures continued abroad; standards remained high, 
and the social pressures for educational equity also continued, 
focused as always on examinations. 

However, beginning in the mid 1960s and growing throughout 
the next two decades, pressure mounted in the United States for 
a return to some essay component on external examinations. The 
College Entrance Examination Board exams, the medical college 
exams, the General Equivalency Degree (GED) exam, the na- 
tional teacher exam, and other nationally normed tests intro- 
duced or reintroduced essays—though usually to test composi- 
tion skills not to test content-area learning, which only reinforced 
the split between writing and content learning. The research 
literature on writing evaluation has begun to grow accordingly. 
But the genre of the essay examination is no longer an integral 
part of American educational activity, and its future is still greatly 
in doubt.* 


Writing in Graduate Education 


The postwar era saw a boom in graduate education to match the 
boom in undergraduate education that had occurred five decades 
earlier, and with it came the first widespread discussion of writing 
in the graduate curriculum. Graduate schools preserve the last 
institutional vestiges of traditional rhetorical education in 
America, the final thesis with a formal oral defense (though some 
elite liberal arts colleges preserved or revived the senior thesis and 
there is some interest in undergraduate “portfolio” evaluation 
or a “capstone” writing experience today).* Discipline-specific 
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writing competence is therefore essential. Graduate faculty are 
expected to be mentors, guiding the apprentices as they learn the 
written conventions of the discipline. In graduate schools papers 
are expected frequently; there are seminars in which faculty and 
students discuss their writing. The thesis or dissertation provides 
the final written evidence of membership in the community. 

However, expanding graduate schools suffered the same pres- 
sures on writing instruction as did the undergraduate and second- 
ary schools which produced their students and faculty; often 
those pressures generated similar responses, as complaints about 
poor graduate-student writing—and writing instruction—over 
the last four decades make clear.’ In the postwar era (and much 
earlier in some professional fields, such as in education), gradu- 
ate-school-enrollment increases put a premium on faculty time. 
Research pressures, already highest among graduate faculty, fur- 
ther reduced the time available for mentoring. And the graduate 
schoo] was and is the most highly specialized and therefore the 
most loosely organized level of education, with faculty operating 
independently, almost as private entrepreneurs, in competition 
for research funds and graduate students. These institutional 
pressures, combined with the same reductive assumptions about 
writing acquisition that I have noted throughout, led to a separa- 
tion between graduate course work and the all-important writing 
requirements, echoing the split between content courses and writ- 
ing at the secondary and undergraduate levels. The two parts of 
graduate training, course work and thesis or dissertation, have 
traditionally been functionally independent (though, of course, 
theses have often grown out of course projects). Responsibility 
for developing graduate students’ writing has thus been as diffuse 
as in undergraduate and secondary education. 

Graduate students have often had little formal supervision of 
the writing requirement. As a 1957 Association of Graduate 
Schools report put it, they are “cast adrift” to write the thesis.° In 
his 1964 book The Writing Requirements for Graduate Degrees, 
Paul E. Koefod noted that undergraduate and graduate courses 
do not often train students in the research methodology and the 
writing conventions necessary for thesis work. Too often such 
training “falls wholly on the thesis or dissertation. . . . It imposes 
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the necessity of self-training on the candidate at the wrong point 
in time”—after the student has invested years in course work 
and is cut off from structured contact with fellow students and 
faculty.’ Along with alienation comes confusion, for “their cap- 
stone degree requirement is neither familiar to them or made 
readily understandable” (3). Koefod mainly attributes this confu- 
sion to the rapid differentiation of graduate education. In the 
rush to create new knowledge and new degree programs, the 
genres of academic writing proliferated. Faculty accepted as the- 
ses novels, plays, films, reports of specific experiments, and per- 
formances. With little agreement among faculty about what a 
thesis or dissertation should be, students could often be confused. 
The writing requirement was clearly both an intellectual hurdle 
and a rite of passage, but its educational purpose, its role in a 
student’s professional development, its connection with the 
course work was never well defined across the system; and where 
the writing requirement was well defined locally, it was often, 
like many rites, communicated to the neophytes indirectly, tacitly, 
in the day-to-day affairs of departments and committees, rather 
than directly, as a consciously held tradition of rhetorical prac- 
tices shared by the discipline. 

As a result of the alienation and confusion associated with the 
writing requirement, many graduate students have felt intense 
anxiety. The phenomenon is long-standing and widespread. As 
early as 1903 there were complaints about the “Ph.D. octopus,” 
which entangled students in confusing and irrelevant writing 
requirements.* The lore of graduate school is of course replete 
with horror stories. Indeed, the graduate student defeated by the 
writing requirement is so common that in the postwar period 
America has coined a title for her: the ABD. Spurred by high 
attrition rates in graduate schools, higher-education research has 
produced a significant literature on the problems of graduate 
study.” 

However, American researchers have almost entirely ignored 
that these problems are partially the result of the system’s inability 
to teach writing as part of its regular work.'° Research in compo- 
sition is only now beginning to address the problem. Patricia 
Sullivan’s longitudinal study of the classroom writing of English 
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graduate students concluded that “writing is valued for evaluative 
properties or an academic exercise, as the basis of a grade.” 
Although graduate students in English wrote a great deal in their 
courses, they were almost never given specific assignments, direct 
instruction in writing, or the opportunity to discuss their writing 
with faculty or other students. Faculty had an “arhetorical” or 
“black box” view of writing: reading goes in and writing comes 
out. “Students are seeking to learn discipline-specific languages 
that will allow them to participate in discipline-specific conversa- 
tions, but the discipline itself seems to assume that those lan- 
guages have already been mastered.”'' At the graduate level, as 
at lower levels, institutional attitudes and structures all too often 
inhibit rather than promote writing competence."” 

Once again, the transparency of writing and the agonistic insti- 
tutional and disciplinary structure promote these attitudes. Be- 
cause faculty are often blind to the rhetorical structures that lie 
behind the writing requirements, they attribute students’ diffi- 
culties to lack of intelligence or initiative in penetrating the intel- 
lectual difficulties offered by the discipline, instead of to the 
complexity and inaccessibility of those rhetorical structures. 
Moreover, in the institution and in the discipline, the values of 
excellence come before those of equity. The institution tends to 
interpret high attrition rates as evidence that standards are high, 
not that the system neglects students’ writing development. The 
agonistic structure of the academic discipline—scholars compet- 
ing for position and recognition—is reflected in the agonistic 
structure of graduate education. Faculty are merely reinforcing 
the competitive values of the discipline when they refuse to 
“spoon feed” graduate students by devoting time and conscious 
effort to tutoring their writing. Only the “best” students will 
master the rhetorical forms without being consciously taught 
them. 

The measures that students and graduate schools take to deal 
with the problems mirror those that are taken at lower levels. 
Commercially produced self-help books on thesis writing have 
been published since the 1920s. Next came discipline-specific 
guides as fields gained enough graduate students to make such 
guides commercially feasible. The first were in education, but 
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after the war graduate study in other disciplines created a thriving 
market. These how-to’s always included advice on form and 
mechanics, but sometimes they introduced the research method- 
ology of the discipline, which students were presumably not 
taught in their courses or textbooks. In other words, these books 
tried to make explicit the rhetorical universe, the disciplinary 
paradigm, which is so often transparent to the faculty who live 
in that universe but frustratingly opaque to the students. Indeed, 
the guides’ authors occasionally present themselves as revealing 
professional secrets. A guide to economics writing began with an 
anthropological metaphor: “The mysteries of writing research 
papers, theses, and dissertations have virtually been handed down 
from supervising professor to supervising professor as part of the 
tribal rites for generations of those seeking initiation to higher 
education.” ’’ These guides have become so specialized that there 
are books to teach graduate students in engineering and business 
how to write academic papers as distinct from the professional 
genres taught in business- and technical-writing courses and text- 
books.“ 

It was only a short step from such self-help guides to full- 
fledged graduate writing courses. During the 1960s, the greatest 
boom years in graduate education, many universities instituted 
general graduate-level writing courses to help students prepare 
papers and theses, and many departments set up discipline-spe- 
cific graduate writing courses. In such courses, graduate students 
found direct help with crucial writing tasks that the regular fac- 
ulty could not or did not give. Faculty appreciated the “cleaner” 
writing submitted, and administrators pointed with pride to this 
concrete action in response to complaints by faculty and editors 
about the poor writing of graduate students and graduates.’ The 
largest survey of such courses found that 50 of the 144 graduate 
schools responding had regular graduate writing courses, offered 
for full graduate credit.'° Though most discipline-specific writing 
courses were offered within the individual departments rather 
than through English—and thus might logically have been staffed 
by regular faculty in the field—departments turned to lower-paid 
and lower-status teachers trained in English departments to staff 
the courses, as business and engineering had done a half century 
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before. Some departments even referred to their graduate writing 
courses as “remedial.” The same logic, the same institutional 
structures and attitudes, which had led to the founding of compo- 
sition courses almost a century earlier in secondary and under- 
graduate education, now brought graduate schools to adopt the 
same marginalized structures for writing instruction. Again, regu- 
lar faculty were never forced to look closely at the rhetoric of 
their discipline and the ways in which they introduced (or failed 
to introduce) it to neophytes. The myth of transience had spread 
to graduate education: others had failed to teach students to 
write; others must solve the problem. 


Developments in the Natural Sciences 


World War I] and Sputnik dramatized the need for more effective 
science education and produced another attempt to “make sci- 
ence education scientific.”'’ In the late 1950s, as in the 1880s, 
curriculum revision was largely left to research scientists, who 
set out to raise standards and increase disciplinary rigor, this time 
with hefty federal funding. Teams of scientists at elite research 
and liberal arts schools received grants to develop new college and 
secondary courses, which were then disseminated nationwide.’ 

The movement toward disciplinary rigor produced an influen- 
tial new theoretical formulation of the role of language in learning 
in the work of Harvard psychologist Jerome S. Bruner, who took 
into account—as most child-centered progressives had not—the 
structure of disciplinary inquiry in the process of education. At 
the influential 1960 Woods Hole conference of educators (mainly 
from the sciences), Bruner introduced the notion of the spiral 
curriculum—a concept he may well have borrowed from Dewey’s 
most impassioned attack on the excesses of child-centered educa- 
tion, his 1936 essay “Progressive Organization of Subject Mat- 
ter.”'’ Like the child-centered progressives, Bruner favored a 
“discovery” method of learning, which connected learning to the 
student’s experience, but, unlike them, he assumed (as did Dewey) 
that the experience of the child was by itself inadequate for 
education and had to be systematically connected to the knowl- 
edge and activity of organized disciplines through conscious artic- 
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ulation. The central concepts of a discipline could be taught, 
Bruner insisted, “in some intellectually honest form to any child 
at any stage of development.”*” Curriculum thus becomes a pro- 
gressive elaboration of those central concepts at more and more 
sophisticated and abstract levels. But development can only take 
place if students are confronted with progressively more sophisti- 
cated uses of language, especially written language, which when 
set against concrete experience give the student “multiple means 
for representing his world, multiple means that often conflict and 
create the dilemmas that stimulate growth.”*' 

For the first time an American educational theorist looked 
closely and systematically at the role that language plays in ac- 
quiring knowledge, not merely in communicating or demonstra- 
ting it. And perhaps more importantly, Bruner’s theorizing 
showed the possibility of consciously, systematically using writ- 
ing as a tool for learning in a specific disciplinary context, rather 
than as a generalized skill. In the deepest sense, his work can be 
seen as a call to build the careful curricular balance Dewey had 
urged between the interests of the learner and the structure of the 
disciplines (though he criticized Dewey on many points).” 

The “discovery” or “inquiry” method revived interest in labo- 
ratory work, though without the child-centered progressives’ em- 
phasis on connecting science with the life of the student, which 
was seen as a concession to watered-down “applications” 
courses. Laboratory writing was part of this effort, though a 
small part. One method was simply to allow more white space 
in lab manuals for students to write. The student was encouraged 
to “learn like a scientist,” “to write the results and interpretations 
of the experiment as he sees it.” Teachers were encouraged to use 
lab writing as a “measure of the capacity to reason, not to follow 
directions,” to have students write outside the lab, as a means of 
prompting further questions, in the way practicing scientists used 
writing as a vital part of their activity.” 

However, science itself had changed dramatically since lab 
instruction was introduced almost a century before. The most 
obvious difference was the sheer amount of scientific knowledge 
available to the instructor, which made attempts to cover the 
subject even more absurd than they had appeared in 1920, when 
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the reorganization committee had recommended teaching a few 
principles, through fully relevant laboratory experiments, rather 
than teaching a broad factual overview supplemented by rote, 
“cookbook” laboratory exercises. Not only had the amount of 
knowledge grown but the very nature of scientific activity had 
changed. In the mid and late nineteenth century, American science 
was still something of an amateur affair, and much scientific 
writing remained within the reach of high-school students and 
undergraduates. Student labs (and writing) could engage even 
beginning students in scientific activities very close to those of 
practicing scientists. But in succeeding decades, the activity of 
science and, with it, the genre of the experimental report had 
become much more theoretically based, quantitative, and special- 
ized in its vocabulary. In many scientific fields (physics is the best 
example), descriptions and drawings of apparatus, so vital to 
late-nineteenth-century amateurs and their student apprentices, 
virtually disappeared, replaced by abstract diagrams or special- 
ized, highly conventional descriptions accessible only to special- 
ists already familiar with the equipment. Discussions became 
highly theoretical and quantitative, filled with technical terms 
understandable only to small subcommunities of specialists play- 
ing a narrow professional role.” Intellectually, socially, and rhe- 
torically, the activities of scientists were far removed from the 
majority of students. 

It was therefore much more difficult to connect student labora- 
tory work and writing to the activity of the scientific disciplines, 
to close the distance between scientist and student as Dewey had 
urged. Moreover, in a dwindling pool of science teachers, fewer 
and fewer secondary and even undergraduate instructors had 
themselves been socialized into a community of research scien- 
tists. When research scientists at elite institutions attempted to 
lead the profession away from textbook-oriented, fact-centered 
instruction toward more abstract, theoretical, and quantitative 
science teaching based on discovery and inquiry, teachers were 
often ill equipped to follow. 

Because lab notebooks had been discredited and reports re- 
duced to fill-in-the-blank exercises during the 1920s and 1930s 
(see chapter 3), the sciences had no vital tradition of student 
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writing to develop by the late 1950s, and the profession made 
feeble attempts at understanding and redeeming the remaining 
one. Quantitative and graphic competence, so central and con- 
scious a part of contemporary science, took attention from writ- 
ing, which generally remained transparent. A 1985 national study 
of secondary-school lab use reported that 83 percent of science 
teachers used the lab less than forty-five minutes per week. And 
a 1979 study found that even the most commonly used post- 
Sputnik lab manuals, based on inquiry and discovery methods, 
emphasized such rote activities as manipulating apparatus, re- 
cording data, and repeating preformulated conclusions, with 
“few opportunities to discuss sources of experimental error, to 
hypothesize and propose tests.” “In spite of the curriculum re- 
form of the last twenty years, students still commonly work as 
technicians, following explicit instructions and concentrating on 
the development of low-level skills.”” 

In recent years there has been a small but growing body of 
research on laboratory practice, focusing on such issues as coop- 
erative versus competitive activities and structured versus un- 
structured approaches,”° But there has been virtually no research 
on the role of writing in science learning. The little research on 
writing that has been undertaken in science education grew out 
of the 1970s WAC movement, not out of the tacit writing tradi- 
tions of the discipline, and that research primarily treats the 
effectiveness of notebooks in lecture classes or experimental plans 
for English-science cooperation, not of lab writing.”’ 


Developments in Technical and Business Writing 


Technical writing reached something of a crisis just before World 
War II. Many faculty were discouraged by the lack of status, pay, 
and promotions, as well as by the lack of cooperation from 
engineering faculty. Some counseled abolition of technical-writ- 
ing courses.”* But the war set in motion forces that finally solidi- 
fied technical writing as a specialized field, both in and out of the 
academy. The massive influx of students in technical courses 
created a need for writing teachers, certainly; but more impor- 
tantly, the technological advances during and after the war cre- 
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ated a need for technical writers. Corporations and governmental 
bodies began to hire technical-writing specialists to produce man- 
uals, instructions, reports, proposals, and myriad other docu- 
ments that accompanied America’s postwar economic boom. By 
the late 1950s, technical writing had become a profession, with 
a secure institutional role. The 1950s saw the first comprehensive 
professional organization, including both teachers and _ prac- 
titioners, the first technical-writing journals, and the first gradu- 
ate program.” 

Real gains in status also came after World War II, when indus- 
try began to compete with academia for skilled technical writers. 
Technical writers sometimes commanded salaries above those of 
academics in the humanities, and writing instructors in engi- 
neering schools sometimes had salaries above those of their En- 
glish department colleagues teaching literature. Today there are 
almost two dozen graduate programs, with more planned. And 
technical writing has a valued role in business, industry, and 
government. 

Of course engineers still must write a great deal, despite the 
presence of technical-writing specialists. And there are still com- 
plaints about their poor writing. The information age produced 
the need for more and more writing, and even with writing 
specialists who can translate information from one community 
to another, engineers must still communicate in writing with 
those in other communities. Specialization of responsibility did 
not solve the problems of written communication, either in acade- 
mia or in industry; it merely allowed a profession or discipline 
to manage those problems while maintaining its boundaries. 
Technical-writing courses meant that engineering professors did 
not have to bear the brunt of writing instruction and could thus 
focus on what they were primarily paid to do: specialized teaching 
and research. The presence of technical writers in an organization 
meant that engineers in the laboratory or field did not have to 
tackle the big writing tasks alone and could thus focus on work 
within their disciplinary community. The system guaranteed that 
few people would have to enter thoroughly another discourse 
community. 

Business writing went through similar though even more com- 
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plex changes as it moved toward a separate identity as a disciplin- 
ary community after World War II. In the late 1940s, a few 
management faculty began studying the process of communica- 
tion within business. This new research area had little interest in 
practical writing issues, and even when organizational communi- 
cation, as it came to be called, mushroomed into a fully developed 
area of specialization in the 1960s, with its own required courses 
and majors, it did not involve itself with writing instruction.” 
Meanwhile, traditional business-writing courses came under in- 
creasing fire, as business schools sought the theoretical rigor and 
liberal arts orientation that would earn them a prestigious place 
within an expanding university system. Two influential reports 
in 1959 condemned business-writing courses as trivial and essen- 
tially remedial, with “no place in university curricula.” “If En- 
glish composition is degraded by teaching such topics as ‘business 
correspondence’ and ‘report writing,’ for example, it becomes a 
trade course which regiments thought, cramps originality, and 
ceases to be a subject of college level at all.” General composition 
would do as well, since “businessmen speak and write the same 
language as the rest of us.”*' The reports recommended more 
literary study instead, to “humanize” business curricula. In re- 
gard to the “writing problem,” the reports found it “surprising 
and disconcerting that English departments have not taken the 
lead in attempting reform,” and they reluctantly recommended 
that business schools “assume main responsibility” for bringing 
writing into their regular courses—principally by hiring “spe- 
cially qualified readers to grade student reports for organization, 
style, grammar and spelling,” as Frank C. Pierson put it.** 
Many schools, particularly the most selective ones, dropped 
or reduced business-writing courses, though few hired special 
graders or reduced faculty loads to allow for more writing in 
other courses. Business-writing teachers were forced into rethink- 
ing their discipline. They introduced more theoretical rigor, began 
doing research, and sometimes called themselves teachers of orga- 
nizational communication (another very different disciplinary 
community used the same title). In the late 1970s and 1980s 
business writing regained its position and found new status, both 
in the curriculum and through real-world writing and consulting. 


251 


THE POSTWAR ERA 


Business- and technical-writing teachers began to offer short 
courses or institutes for professionals in business, industry, and 
government. Research traditions began to develop which tied 
instruction to real-life practice. And in the 1970s, business and 
technical writing came of age as an academic discipline.” 


General Education Redux: 
The Harvard “Redbook” 


The second world war, like the first one, produced a wave of 
general-education reform, and for similar reasons. The challenge 
to democratic institutions sent educators searching for some ideo- 
logical common ground on which to build postwar society.” 
Harvard president James Bryant Conant spearheaded the highly 
influential report, General Education for a Free Society (known 
as the Redbook) to counteract “the impact of the European 
radical doctrines of the nineteenth-century based on the notion 
of class struggle” and revive “our native American traditions . . . 
the type of political, social, and economic system . . . on trial in 
the grim world of the mid-twentieth century.”*° The report might 
have been titled “General Education for the Cold War,” for like 
the Columbia experiments of the previous generation, the new 
experiments were fundamentally conservative in character, 
stressing the great books and the great ideas of Western civiliza- 
tion as an antidote to the ideological dangers at home and abroad. 
The Redbook, like its predecessors, was disarmingly vague about 
what that tradition and that ideological common ground con- 
sisted of, or how they might be taught. Again humanities, social 
science, and natural science cores were recommended—and again 
there was no effort to find common ground among the three 
perspectives. 

The Redbook was silent on the kinds of writing that students 
might do in the natural and social sciences. In the area of the 
humanities, the report was influenced by I. A. Richards’ insistence 
on a “new critical” method of close reading and explication 
devoid of historical or ideological criticism (Richards helped draft 
the report). A “great text of literature” must “speak for itself,” 
said the Redbook, echoing Hutchins and Erskine (205). Students 
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would absorb the literary tradition without studying its relation 
to the historical and social contexts out of which the great texts 
grew. 

The Redbook devoted only two pages to the specific question 
of writing instruction (199-200) and mainly repeated the broad 
generalizations common in such reports. Writing, “a never-end- 
ing discipline which can only be begun in schools and must be 
continued in college,” is nevertheless “remedial.” Though the 
Redbook affirmed the English department’s responsibility for 
teaching composition, the report insisted that composition should 
“not be associated with the English department only,” but “func- 
tional to the curriculum, a significant part of the student’s college 
experience . . . associated with general education.” The Redbook 
not only expressed the usual generalized concern that “segregat- 
ing training in writing from the fields of learning” is a “weakness” 
it also made a specific suggestion for reform. The second semester 
of freshman composition should take the form of individual 
tutoring “in connection with the courses in general education 
then being taken by the student,” a system Columbia had tried 
for almost a decade and then had given up. The phrasing of the 
proposal was cautious and avoided giving regular faculty any 
firm responsibility for assigning and teaching writing. “During 
the first experimental years the writing would probably be di- 
rected and coordinated by the instructors in composition, but it 
is hoped that later all instructors in these courses might share in 
the task. Instructors in composition thus would come to have an 
intimate relation to the courses in general education. So far as 
proves feasible they should become members of [the individual 
core course] staffs” (200). The report never considered what 
kinds of writing students would do or how that writing would 
be taught and evaluated. How the faculty should be brought to 
“share the task” and how it might be “feasible” for composition 
instructors to “be members of their staffs” was equally obscure. 

Despite these obstacles, the Redbook’s proposals for composi- 
tion reforms were in part carried out at Harvard—unlike most 
of its other recommendations. Beginning in 1950, Harvard 
phased in a general-education (GE) requirement for freshmen 
and sophomores: one course each in the humanities, social sci- 
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ences, and natural sciences, chosen from a menu of courses. The 
catalog specified “four or five” longer essays in each GE course.” 
Syllabi and assignments from these courses indicate that faculty 
often found alternatives to the standard research paper due dur- 
ing the last week (typical of other courses). In a 1954 natural 
science GE course, for example, students wrote a rather standard 
essay outlining the Copernican system, but they also traced the 
effects of the industrial revolution on some “domain,” such as 
on an industry or institution. On some papers, both the social 
and natural science cores gave students a choice of topics, each 
with several references—the system that had begun at Harvard 
in the 1880s.°° To judge from the assignments, the writing re- 
quirement seems to have encouraged faculty to look more closely 
at the possibilities of writing for learning. Moreover, a general- 
education course in composition (GE A) replaced English A. 
Richards’ influence is clear in the course’s emphasis on “the 
study of the semantic and logical functions of language.” But 
significantly, GE A instructors also offered students “practical” 
help with their essays in the other general-education courses, 
particularly during conferences. And the course was administered 
by a GE committee rather than by the English department. 

It is important to note, however, that Harvard did not begin a 
program of core courses as the Redbook recommended; instead, 
the faculty offered several optional courses in each area. “Not a 
‘great ideas’ or ‘great books’ course, the Harvard program, in 
effect, became a ‘great man’ course,” as Bell says, with prominent 
faculty teaching lecture courses.” The faculty concluded that it 
would be enough simply to expose students to a “great mind at 
work”; questions of what, when, and how students wrote were 
left to the individual instructors, and the writing instruction and 
grading were left to graduate assistants. The GE A course was 
taught by TA’s and the writing in GE courses graded by TA’s. 
Composition instruction was still marginalized. And in the 1960s, 
the Harvard catalog dropped any mention of writing require- 
ments in its GE courses—apart from the composition course, 
which was then called Expository Writing and eventually came 
to be administered as a separate unit within the college.*” Never- 
theless, the 1950s’ reforms represented Harvard’s first col- 
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legewide writing requirement outside freshman composition 
since the death of the forensic system in 1900. 

Though the Redbook helped bring back some cross-curricular 
writing requirements for the lower-division students, it subverted 
Harvard’s only structure for cross-curricular writing instruction 
among upper-division students. The Redbook recommended do- 
ing away with the then-current system of required faculty tutori- 
als for upper-division students, a Harvard tradition that had 
given all students individual, supervised writing practice in their 
major fields. The committee agreed that tutorial instruction was 
“of immense value, particularly when combined with the writing 
and critical analysis of essays,” (italics mine) and “can make very 
great contributions to general education, inasmuch as the results 
of successful tutorials are to be found in increased skill in analysis 
and expression, in the capacity to deal with general ideas, and to 
make and defend value judgements, in those intangibles which 
are surely of the very essence of a successful general education” 
(232). However, the high cost of tutorials and the difficulty in 
recruiting senior faculty to teach them led the committee to rec- 
ommend that only honors students, those “best qualified for, and 
most deserving of, tutorial instruction,” should be eligible for it, 
and only in their fields of concentration. Again, Harvard made 
writing instruction part of a meritocratic system of sorting. Ironi- 
cally, the pedagogy best able to develop democratic generalists 
was to be reserved for an elite group of students confined to their 
narrow disciplines. 

In the next two decades, the tendency toward exclusionary 
restrictions on writing instruction appeared in many institutions. 
In the 1960s, Daniel Bell’s Reforming of General Education 
again gave higher education (and Columbia in particular) an 
opportunity to rethink the clichés and compartments into which 
general education had settled. Commissioned by Columbia, the 
book called for restoring historical and ideological context to 
the study of the humanities, but again writing was outside the 
discussion. Bell reflected the views of many faculty when he 
proposed dropping composition altogether and simply raising 
entrance requirements. He repeated the by-then ritual assurances: 
“Student are, of course, required to write papers in different 
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courses and more of this is necessary.”*' He offered no thoughts, 
however, on how to encourage more writing; instead, he looked 
to others to solve the problem: “It is entirely the responsibility 
of [secondary] schools to assure the proficiency of their students 
in English composition” (234). Bell was following a half-century- 
old Columbia tradition when he suggested that another humani- 
ties course replace composition. Only in the early 1980s would 
general-education reformers return to the issue of writing. 


The Communications Movement 


The most visible effort to improve writing during the postwar 
years was the communications movement. While the correlation 
movement of the 1930s had aimed for nothing short of restructur- 
ing and reuniting the differentiated curricula, the communica- 
tions movement merely asked for a new emphasis on “practical” 
communications and increased cooperation among instructors 
and departments teaching general composition and speech to 
freshmen—especially to the massive influx of GI’s. 

The communications movement sprang from two sources, one 
theoretical and one practical: the new interest in semantics and 
scientific study of communication, and the mobilization of Ameri- 
can education for the war effort and postwar adjustment. Though 
existing intellectual currents would likely have pushed writing 
instruction in the direction of communications theory in the years 
after 1940, the war created a surge of interest and produced a 
generation of teachers and administrators who talked of commu- 
nications. But the movement seldom engaged the question of 
writing in the disciplines, at either a theoretical or a practical 
level. Thus, it is not surprising that the movement did not shake 
the disciplinary structure or permanently alter the usual arrange- 
ments for writing instruction that helped that structure work so 
efficiently. And for the most part, the movement did not change 
the way teachers in the disciplines approached writing in their 
courses and programs. By encouraging a widespread rethinking 
of the problems of language instruction, the communications 
movement did lay the groundwork for a revival of interest in 
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rhetoric in the 1960s, which in turn led to the WAC movement 
in the 1970s. 


Communications in Theory: The Four Skills 


The communications movement drew its theoretical framework 
largely from I. A. Richards, who in The Philosophy of Rhetoric 
(1936) called for a transformed discipline of rhetoric, which 
would study all types of discourse as functions of linguistic behav- 
ior. The revived discipline would discover, as he put it, “how 
much and in how many ways good communication may differ 
from bad”——questions that Hitler’s propaganda machine had 
dramatically brought to the nation’s attention.” With his extraor- 
dinary combination of modern linguistics, behavioral psychol- 
ogy, and traditional rhetoric—coupled with a strong interest in 
pedagogy, evident from his earlier Practical Criticism experi- 
ments—Richards became a powerful advocate of reforms in lan- 
guage instruction. In 1939 the PEA put together a blue-ribbon 
committee on language instruction in the public schools, as they 
had earlier done with science and social studies. With Richards 
as chief advisor, the committee looked beyond English education 
to the role of language in the whole curriculum—and in the 
school environment as a whole. The final report, Language in 
General Education, advocated “the interdependence of English 
and other subjects” and the improvement of “language skills” 
across the curriculum.*’ Like earlier reports in this genre, the 
PEA report lacked either analyses of specialization’s effects on 
language instruction or substantive recommendations for writing 
across the curriculum. The few specifics were generally disclaim- 
ers: communications study should not replace content courses, 
including literature courses; it should not force teachers to give 
up disciplinary autonomy (86). The failures of correlation had 
perhaps taught the committee caution. 

But in addition to the usual calls for more attention to language 
in all courses, the report for the first time connected the develop- 
ment of language skill with learning in all disciplines—and in 
terms that have since become commonplace. Facility in language, 
the committee wrote, lies behind “critical thinking” (60). It makes 
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possible “classifying, sorting, ordering, clarifying” of experience 
in the whole curriculum. Despite the broadening of terminology 
and focus, Richards and the committee still saw writing as a 
single attainment, independent of disciplinary context. Instead of 
one skill, there were now four: listening, speaking, reading, and 
writing—and a host of subskills. But the PEA committee never 
asked how the “four skills” (as they were called) shaped and were 
shaped by the different activities of the disciplines. This was a 
significant limitation, for it led to the same marginalizing of 
composition instruction outside the disciplinary structure, the 
same preoccupation with remediation and efficiency that was 
characteristic of the industrial model.” Still, the theoretical em- 
phasis on communication did move the discussion out of the 
conceptual fetters of the writing-as-mechanical-transcription ap- 
proach and place it in a rhetorical context—language as commu- 
nication rather than language as manners—which would become 
crucially important in the revival of rhetoric in English depart- 
ments during the coming decades. 

As America drew closer to World War Il, the treatment of 
critical thinking in content learning took a backseat to the more 
pressing issue of its importance in understanding threats to de- 
mocracy, such as propaganda (a subject closer to Richards’ theo- 
retical interests anyway). In the late 1930s, such theorists as C. K. 
Ogden, Alfred Korzybski, and S. I. Hayakawa popularized the 
study of semantics as a means of understanding propaganda. An 
Institute for Propaganda Analysis was set up, and textbooks in 
English, speech, and social studies began to incorporate units on 
the subject.** With America’s entry into the war, the schools 
mobilized to teach communications, a term that now encom- 
passed not only effective use of the four skills but also the ability 
to tell true communication from false, propaganda from demo- 
cratic values. The communications movement had none of the 
leveling cast which the correlation movement had taken on in the 
1930s.*° As the NCTE Basic Aims Committee wrote in the “Basic 
Aims for English Instruction in American Schools,” on the eve of 
the war, language “is a basic instrument in the maintenance of the 
democratic way of life’—with the emphasis on maintenance.’ 
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Communications in Practice: 
Government-Issue Writing 


The communications approach to language instruction received 
its first thorough interdisciplinary test in officer candidate 
schools. Faced with the task of producing competent officers in 
ninety days, the navy decided to drop composition and speech 
courses from the curriculum and instead incorporate writing and 
speaking into the technical program through a writing lab. The 
army’s Specialized Training Personnel Program also taught a 
communications course, which combined speech and writing in- 
struction (this time on college campuses), for students who 
needed to work with technical course material.** Not surpris- 
ingly, the rationales were frankly utilitarian. With the combined 
course, fewer teachers and class hours were necessary, and the 
writing instruction was to reinforce the content of other courses. 
Both programs found the experiment successful and recom- 
mended it to colleges after the war. 

The massive postwar influx of GI’s into higher education made 
colleges and universities receptive to the idea of a communica- 
tions course, for it combined scientific and patriotic rationales 
with managerial efficiency. Enrollment tripled between 1945 and 
1949, sparking a host of experiments with communications 
courses. But unlike the military programs, which integrated writ- 
ing instruction into technical courses, these were essentially core 
courses, which combined speech and composition, sometimes 
adding elements of the new field of semantics, particularly the 
analysis of propaganda and advertising. To deal with the enroll- 
ment crisis, NCTE and the Speech Association of America jointly 
sponsored a conference on freshman courses in 1947, calling for 
a new emphasis on language instruction across the curriculum but 
primarily spending its efforts on revising freshman-composition 
courses. The two associations went their separate ways within 
three years as the crisis waned; however, each formed an organi- 
zation to study communication pedagogy.*” The NCTE’s contri- 
bution, the Conference on College Composition and Communi- 
cation (CCCC), outlived the curricular trend which gave birth to 
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it and became the leading professional organization for writing 
teachers and a major force not only in the revival of rhetoric in 
English departments but also in the creation of the WAC move- 
ment in the 1970s. 

Less than a year after the joint conference, there were some 
two hundred communications courses at the college level.°° These 
courses evolved out of many institutional settings and naturally 
took many forms. Programs housed within a department (or 
informal arrangements among departments to share faculty) 
quickly faded as disciplines reasserted their interests after the 
postwar enrollment crisis passed. The longest-lived programs 
developed as separate units outside departmental authority, ad- 
ministered by deans or faculty committees. Some were for stu- 
dents in two-year programs, such as the one at the University of 
Minnesota’s General College (which actually began before the 
war). Others, like Michigan State University’s American Civiliza- 
tion freshman course, were part of a “general” or “university” 
college, which offered courses to freshmen. Michigan State’s pro- 
gram began in the late 1940s as a standard speech-English com- 
munications course but in 1950 became an interdisciplinary hu- 
manities-writing course, combining an American studies program 
with writing instruction. The University of lowa’s rhetoric pro- 
gram is perhaps the best known (and longest lived) of the postwar 
communications programs. Though it originally drew mainly 
on tenure-track faculty (as did Michigan State’s program), it 
eventually came to rely on graduate assistants, primarily from 
English and speech, to teach freshman rhetoric courses that com- 
bined instruction in writing and speaking.” 

Although freshman communications courses were common in 
the late 1940s and early 1950s, comprehensive cross-curricular 
writing programs were sporadic at best. Most programs never 
went beyond speech-English core courses, and other departments 
were rarely involved.” Because communications programs had 
no recognized disciplinary status or research role, they all sooner 
or later became marginalized, with few tenure-track faculty and 
heavy reliance on temporary instructors or graduate assistants. 
As Berlin puts it: “Their fatal shortcoming in the end was the 
threat they posed to departmental autonomy and academic spe- 
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cialization. It is significant, for example, that the alternative to 
them commonly proffered by the English department was writing 
about literature” (104). But it is also important to remember that 
the programs offered no reason for departments to take an active 
role in their work, for they treated writing as a generalizable skill, 
unrelated to the specialized activities of the disciplines. Thus, the 
communications courses all too often reinforced the myth of 
transience, holding out to departments the false hope that writing 
could be taught quickly and efficiently without deep institutional 
changes. 

A few institutions did make a conscious effort to develop 
writing across the entire curriculum, actively involving many 
departments and faculty. I focus on two such programs that 
anticipated, in many ways, current WAC programs: the Func- 
tional Writing Program at Colgate University (1949-61) and the 
Prose Improvement Committee at the University of California at 
Berkeley (1947—64). Both programs conceived of writing as a 
complex developmental process and recognized its capacity to 
improve learning; both developed collegial relationships among 
faculty, which could discover links between disciplines. The ex- 
periments at Colgate and Berkeley are thus atypical, but they 
provide a useful contrast—one from a small, private liberal arts 
college, the other from a large public university—and illustrate 
the possibilities that the curricular ferment of the communica- 
tions movement offered to higher education. 


The Functional Writing Program 


Like many small colleges, Colgate had in the 1930s adopted core 
courses, one of which was speech-English. Colgate also had a 
“preceptor” program, which provided tutoring in writing for 
students in core courses. Borrowing the functionalist, behaviorist 
vocabulary that Richards had brought to the communications 
movement, Colgate’s English department chair, Strang Lawson, 
transformed the preceptor program into the Functional Writing 
Program (FWP) in 1949, with strong administrative backing. 
Lawson replaced the preceptors with a writing lab and gave a 
young English faculty member, Jonathan Kistler, the task of 
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helping core-course instructors design a series of writing assign- 
ments based on the idea that “writing is a process involving 
several stages.”°’ Each assignment, outlined on a single sheet, 
emphasized the process by giving specific suggestions for inven- 
tion, arrangement, audience, revision, and editing. (To encourage 
revision, students whose papers received a grade of C or below 
rewrote them with help from the FWP’s writing lab.) The core 
instructors themselves taught and graded the assignments, basing 
the mark on a paper’s “total effectiveness as communication.” 

“Instead of floating in the unmotivated limbo of detached 
‘exercises,’ ” Lawson wrote, the assignments were “rooted in the 
materials and educational purposes of the courses” and served 
to improve not only the students’ writing but also their learning, 
their “grasp of those materials and purposes.” Writing became 
“a function of the day-by-day learning process.”** Moreover, the 
assignments consciously drew on the students’ experiences to 
encourage connections between learning and life, which reform- 
ers in the progressive tradition had long advocated. A writing 
assignment in physics, for example, asked students to define 
several terms with one example from the reading and another 
from “your recent personal experience, perhaps unrelated to 
science.”*° 

As its emphasis on communication in the learning process 
suggests, the FWP was consciously developmental, not remedial. 
Its goal was, Lawson wrote, “a progressive maturing of the young 
people in an important and complex aspect of their behavior” 
(251). It treated writing as “a tool to be whetted with everyday 
use” (289). The assignments were sequenced over the four years 
to move from simple tasks (enumeration, definition, summary) 
to more complex assignments (comparison, evaluation, research, 
and analysis). The director kept a four-year calendar of each task 
assigned in the program, both to keep track of the sequence and 
to ensure that the writing load was moderate. As the students 
progressed, the assignments began to incorporate the conventions 
of each discipline, the appropriate evidence, format, and docu- 
mentation, until students were handling sophisticated writing 
tasks. 

The FWP was also consciously collegial: an atternpt to draw 
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the faculty and students together. The FWP approached writing 
as a form of social behavior, a response to a community “whose 
opinion we respect, cherish, or fear,” as Lawson described it 
(288). In the university, that community is “the educated Faculty” 
who model the behavior for the student (290). The program’s 
organizational structure was collegial, too, in the sense that the 
faculty developed and made the assignments, taught and graded 
the writing, while the program director merely encouraged and 
educated his colleagues. Kistler recalls “sitting down with a phys- 
ics or history or philosophy professor and planning a paper, 
clarifying its aim, limiting its scope, and making sure the student 
who is to write the paper knows exactly what’s expected, and 
then suggesting ways to go about the job. In the process of 
meeting and thinking together, I made a lot of friends.”°° Faculty 
who participated in the program were also enthusiastic about 
its effects, both on the students and on the faculty. Philosophy 
professor Huntington Terrell found “appreciable improvements” 
in the style of student prose when writing was linked to the 
reading that students did in their courses and stressed the value 
of the program in making the campus aware that “writing is 
everybody’s business.”°’ The program was not able to sustain 
the enthusiasm long enough to make cross-curricular writing a 
permanent part of the institutional structure, but Colgate never- 
theless used the foundation of the communications movement to 
build a developmental, collegial writing program of the type that, 
two decades later, gave rise to the current WAC movement at 
other small, private liberal arts colleges. 


Writing in the “Multiversity” 


At the same time that Colgate was beginning the FWP, the Prose 
Improvement Committee began at the University of California at 
Berkeley. Organized in 1947 at the urging of English professor 
Benjamin H. Lehman, the committee began a developmental 
(rather than remedial) program, which confronted the complex 
issues of cross-curricular writing at a large public institution, 
with its entrenched departn_ental structure and its large research 
mission. In 1950—53 a committee survey of student writing, like 
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so many other surveys elsewhere, found that student writing did 
not improve during the undergraduate years, but the committee 
rejected the usual remedial measures as misguided and ineffective. 
Nor was it possible, they reasoned, for the English department 
in the large “multiversity,” which its president, Clark Kerr, was 
building, to work closely enough with other departments to 
achieve the cooperation possible in small liberal arts colleges.” 
Instead, the committee concentrated on providing writing in- 
struction not through the professors but through the teaching 
assistants and graders in each cooperating department, on the 
theory that they were “the ones most directly responsible for 
correlating writing and learning” in a large university (6). The 
committee set up a course (in the English department) to train 
them in techniques of writing instruction—apparently the first 
such course in the nation. The TA’s then regularly taught writing 
in large lecture classes and in the smaller discussion sections they 
led, while graders helped students rewrite papers in conferences. 

Though the program did not ask professors to teach writing, 
it was very much interdisciplinary and collegial. TA’s and graders 
were not selected for their writing ability or training in English 
but for their command of the subject they taught. While the 
training course was supervised by English faculty, it was some- 
times taught by faculty in other disciplines: Benbow Richie, for 
example, a psychologist whose perspective on cognitive develop- 
ment informed the program. In addition, the committee at- 
tempted to interest the general faculty by holding regular open 
meetings to discuss not only pedagogical questions, such as essay- 
test construction and evaluation, but also broader theoretical 
issues, such as the role of audience in academic discourse and the 
uses of discipline-specific conventions (e.g., continuous present 
tense and impersonal pronouns in scientific discourse and the 
rhetorical effects of graphics and format). 

From its inception under Benjamin H. Lehman, and continuing 
with its new chair, Josephine Miles, the committee based its work 
on many of the tenets that were later adopted by the WAC 
movement. Its first assumption was that writing is closely related 
to learning. The program undertook what Lehman called “the 
controlled correlation of writing and learning; that is, the guiding 
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of the learning process as it is evidenced in writing” (5). The goal 
was “a deeper integration of writing and learning throughout the 
university,” as Miles put it, not only for the improvement of 
student prose but for the improvement of the whole intellectual 
life of the university community.”’ Miles explained the effects of 
poor writing with a metaphor borrowed from Richards: “Writing 
defective in logic or grammar or rhetoric short-circuits ideas and 
prevents their successful functioning. Thus bad writing short- 
circuits the potentialities of departments, instructors, readers and 
students who believe that good writing is a function of good 
thinking and a continuing force in the process of learning” (12). 
To teach effectively, therefore, is to teach writing. “Learning a 
subject,” she wrote in the committee’s 1958 report, “involves 
learning how to write about it. Teaching a subject involves teach- 
ing how to write about it.” 

Like their predecessors in the progressive tradition and their 
successors in WAC programs today, the Prose Improvement 
Committee saw writing instruction as developmental. “It is not 
an ability simply acquired once and for all,” Miles argued, “but a 
complex and maturing ability growing along with knowledge.”°' 
The problem with traditional writing instruction, the committee 
repeatedly insisted, is that it does not teach writing as a function 
of maturing thought but rather as a set of discrete mechanical 
skills. On the other hand, by placing “explanatory adequacy” 
over “mechanical accuracy,” as its last chairman, Ralph W. 
Rader, put it, the committee developed a pedagogy that was 
“constructive, not corrective,” focusing on guiding revision in 
individual conferences.” 

But the committee, particularly Miles, struggled with questions 
that went beyond pedagogy to explore the role played by dis- 
course in the university itself. In the committee documents and 
in essays published in College Composition and Communication 
and elsewhere, Miles placed the committee’s work in a much 
larger context than prose improvement. Rational discourse, she 
argued, is essential to the university. The tradition of rational 
discourse embodied in writing formed the university and consti- 
tutes, in large measure, its intellectual life. Composition, “com- 
posing our thoughts,” as she put it in Working Out Ideas, is thus 
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the ultimate purpose of the institution, drawing students and 
faculty away from the poles of “raw material” and “self-expres- 
sion” and moving them “toward the center, where they can meet 
in thoughtful argument.” In the university it is possible to “build 
a community between personal and impersonal” through rational 
discourse. This then was the goal of the Berkeley program: “If 
a prose committee, which is made up of faculty members from 
so many fields, can succeed in its efforts to persuade students 
that their knowledge in every field has meaning only in their 
embodiment of it in language, that sheer fact is inert and general- 
ization dogmatic unless related to perceptive questions and an- 
swers, it will have achieved something not only in the realm of 
prose composition, but in the realm of reason as well” (21). 

The committee learned through its experience that writing is 
_ not some generalized ability, a single skill transferable to any 
discipline. It is intimately bound up with the language of each 
discipline. “When student writing is deficient, then,” Rader con- 
cluded in his final report, “it is deficient ... in ways having 
directly to do with the student’s real control of the subject matter 
of his discipline and not in ways having to do with the special 
disciplines of English or Speech departments.”® The Prose Im- 
provement Committee was quite consciously struggling against 
the myth of transience, aware that many other institutions had 
expended massive energies and resources on general-composition 
courses with little effect. “We can take heart in the knowledge,” 
Miles wrote in a 1958 memo, “that we can do no worse, and 
may learn how to do better.”* 


Academic Erosion 


Despite their high aims and long successes, both programs died 
out in the early 1960s. They were victims of the compartmental- 
ized structure of academia and the entrenched attitudes in the 
university both toward writing and toward interdepartmental 
programs. At Colgate the death process apparently began in 1954 
when the core requirements were relaxed, forcing the program 
director to recruit faculty from outside the core courses.” Al- 
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though Kistler had what he described as “full support—more 
than mere backing—”from the dean and from the president, a 
great deal of his time went into promoting and developing the 
program: enthusiastic memos, meetings with interested (and less 
than interested) faculty. Thus the program succeeded, Kistler 
said, only with “as many departments as we could persuade that 
we had a hot thing going.”*’ When Kistler became department 
chair, the directorship passed to another faculty member, who 
was in turn assigned to other administrative duties. A new English 
department chair decided to return to a tutorial system, and 
the FWP ended. Because the FWP was not part of the regular 
departmental and administrative structure, it could not resist 
institutional inertia which militated against interdepartmental 
efforts—especially such time-consuming ones—despite the best 
intentions of all concerned and the nearly ideal atmosphere of a 
small, private liberal arts college with selective enrollment and 
relatively low student-teacher ratios. 

At Berkeley, the Prose Improvement Committee suffered much 
the same fate. As early as 1953, after the initial three-year survey 
of student writing was complete, chair Benjamin H. Lehman 
argued that centralized committee administration of the program 
would not work in the long run owing to the time and expense 
of recruiting faculty and TA’s, as well as to the lack of individual 
departmental responsibility when a committee ran the program. 
He proposed that the university fund vice chairs in writing for 
interested departments, making writing instruction part of the 
institutional structure. The vice chairs would be given release 
time to recruit and train faculty and TA’s in writing instruction, 
with consultation from an English department specialist. The 
proposal was never adopted, however; and for the next decade, 
the committee was forced to enlist support from year to year. 
Although the faculty involved in the program “almost unani- 
mously reported themselves pleased with the gain in student 
expression and comprehension,” as Rader stated in the commit- 
tee’s final report, the results of the program were “local and 
temporary.””° In the eighteen years of its existence, the program 
never attracted more than a dozen departments, and by 1964 so 
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few departments sent TA’s for training that the program’s budget 
had an embarrassing surplus. The committee dissolved itself, 
though not without sharp words for apathetic colleagues. 


To raise the level of student writing . . . would be in effect to raise the 
student’s level of intellectual attainment in the subject matter itself. To 
say this is to indicate ... the reason for the lack of response to the 
committee program: faculty are by and large satisfied with the intellec- 
tual attainment of their students. The Committee is suggesting, then. . . 
that the faculty should not be so easily satisfied [5]. 


Institutional Inertia 


The FWP and Prose Improvement Committee were atypical in 
that they lasted more than a decade. Most interdisciplinary ef- 
forts—even those limited to speech-English cooperation—were 
much shorter-lived.” These programs failed not because they 
lacked substance but because they could not overcome institu- 
tional inertia, which the differentiated structure of mass educa- 
tion creates. Cross-curricular writing instruction goes against the 
grain of the modern university, with its research orientation, 
specialized elective curriculum, and insular departmental struc- 
ture—all of which make it extremely difficult to change faculty 
attitudes toward writing instruction. Despite strong administra- 
tive support and an enthusiastic core of faculty members, the 
Colgate and Berkeley programs were unable to integrate writing 
into the organizational structure of the university to the extent 
that cross-curricular instruction could become self-sustaining, 
independent of the dynamic personalities who began the pro- 
grams. 

From the early 1950s through the early 1960s, critics attacked 
communications courses as interlopers in academia. Speech de- 
partments complained that the courses were too literary or not 
scientific enough in their approach. English departments com- 
plained that the courses did not teach enough literature and that 
semantics was a quasi-scientific distraction from the real mission 
of the humanities. In the structure of patterned isolation, commu- 
nications courses had no permanent place. The professional com- 
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munities and faculty who make up academia and, beyond it, 
America’s “culture of professionalism” felt no need to introduce 
concerted training in the specialized discourses. They were al- 
ready selecting and educating enough competent professionals 
within their communities without reaching beyond to other disci- 
plinary communities or to students who needed conscious in- 
struction to learn the discourse of the discipline. 

Indeed, American education demobilized rapidly, mothballing 
the majority of communications courses. The nation’s schools 
and colleges returned to an “academic model” (Applebee’s term), 
a model that explicitly hardened the boundaries between different 
specialties and different educational levels. In secondary schools, 
critics of progressive education dealt that movement its death 
blow by installing a new curriculum with heightened concern for 
the talented student (with the inevitable testing and tracking), a 
return to “basic issues” (required-reading lists in English), and 
more emphasis on “discipline” in both senses of the word. For 
example, Rudolph Flesch’s enormously popular Why Johnny 
Can’t Read called for a return to rigorous drill and made literacy 
instruction a political issue by its “subtle linking of progressivism 
and communism,” as Arthur N. Applebee has put it (188). A new 
emphasis on English as an academic discipline, an accepted body 
of information to be mastered, led directly away from the interdis- 
ciplinary efforts of the communications movement. America’s 
reaction to Sputnik only accelerated the tendency toward differ- 
entiation and exclusion by putting into place discipline-specific 
funding of curriculum development and by encouraging ability 
grouping and tracking. Disciplines focused on educating the “best 
and the brightest” secondary students, particularly in the sci- 
ences. 

In colleges and universities there was a similar circling of the 
wagons. After the tide of GI’s ebbed, admissions standards rose 
again and continued rising into the 1960s. Disciplinary bound- 
aries also tightened in higher education. English departments 
championed the new-critical method of close textual analysis, 
which divorced reading—and writing—from communicative 
contexts outside the academic specialty. General-composition 
courses focused more on imaginative literature and less on writing 
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about social and political issues. Richards and others expected 
that literary criticism would be, in Graff’s words, “therapy for 
ideologically based miscommunication and misunderstanding” 
and produce a generation of students immune to the blandish- 
ments of propoganda (133). By and large the debates over writing 
competence lost even what little interdisciplinary focus they liad 
earlier. With a more homogeneous student population and a 
stable institutional climate, the pressures came chiefly from advo- 
cates of higher standards and the status quo. Institutional inertia 
led academia back to the structural and curricular differentiation 
that is the normal state of America’s mass-education system. 
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THE WRITING-ACROSS- 
THE-CURRICULUM 


MOVEMENT 
1970-1990 


Cerin writing programs were almost always a re- 
sponse to a perceived need for greater access, greater equity. They 
set out to assimilate, integrate, or (in the current phrasing) initiate 
previously excluded students by means of language instruction. 
So, it is not surprising that the greatest efforts came as the pressure 
for access increased. The cooperation movement and the first 
general-education initiatives began just after the turn of the cen- 
tury, when middle-class, rural, and immigrant students were 
clambering for admission; the core-curriculum experiments at 
Chicago and elsewhere, as well as the correlated curriculum 
movement, flourished in the 1930s when economic pressures 
forced students out of the job market and back into school—and 
when social agitation for egalitarian reforms was at its height in 
modern America; the communications movement and the post- 
war reforms in general education were explicit responses to the 
massive influx of GI’s into higher education; and the current 
WAC movement was born in the early 1970s, when open admis- 
sions in universities and racial integration in secondary schools 
forced educators to rethink language instruction. 

When pressures for greater access abated in the late 1950s and 
early 1960s, writing in the disciplines received little attention 
within English, as pressures for disciplinary excellence increased. 
At the secondary level, English, like the sciences, was immediately 
influenced by Jerome S. Bruner’s emphasis on the structure of the 
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disciplines. In the early 1960s, federally funded Project English 
centers pursued a disciplinary model, strongly influenced by the 
new-critical approach to literature, and had distant relations with 
other disciplines." However, the emphasis on disciplinary rigor, 
higher standards, and education of the “gifted” students ignored 
Bruner’s deeper theorizing on the process (rather than on the 
product) of education and on the role of language in all learning.’ 
Once again, writing remained largely transparent. Only later, in 
the 1970s, would composition teachers begin to explore his work 
on the unique role that writing plays in learning.’ And only in 
the 1980s did writing teachers and researchers begin to investi- 
gate the ways in which students can gradually and systematically 
acquire “the underlying principles that give structure to a subject” 
through writing in the disciplines.* 

Higher education also had more pressing matters to attend to 
than writing instruction. It accomplished a vast building program 
while bearing much of the brunt of America’s social and political 
upheaval. The “baby boomers” entering college allowed old insti- 
tutions to keep both enrollment and admission standards high. 
And the system built a host of new institutions or expanded old 
ones into “regional universities” to meet the demands for higher 
education of excluded students. Indeed, the 1960s saw massive 
cutbacks in general-composition courses; and despite a few iso- 
lated experiments, writing instruction stayed in its usual places. 
Almost one-third of all four-year colleges and universities 
dropped or reduced their composition requirements, with many 
of them abolishing freshman composition altogether.” 

Yet the 1960s set into motion the forces that produced the 
current writing-across-the-curriculum (WAC) movement, or 
rather amplified those waves of reform that, moving in several 
different directions, had successively rocked American language 
instruction for a century. In the 1970s those waves met in a 
dramatic burst of interest in writing instruction and produced 
what is certainly the most widespread and sustained reform 
movement in cross-curricular writing instruction. 

One legacy of the 1960s for writing instruction was ideological. 
The political and cultural upheaval of the decade revived the 
communitarian vision in American social and educational 
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thought that had spurred previous generations of curricular re- 
formers, but it had its own antiauthoritarian, utopian, and ro- 
mantic cast. Such theorists as Peter Elbow, Ken Macrorie, Donald 
Graves, and James Moffett profoundly influenced the generation 
of teachers and curricular reformers who were nurtured in the 
1960s and gave to the WAC movement its focus on the classroom 
as community; its student-centered pedagogy, often with a sub- 
versive tinge; and its neoromantic, expressivist assumptions, re- 
prising themes familiar among child-centered progressives of the 
1930s.° 

There were also crucial foreign influences. At the 1966 Dart- 
mouth Seminar, a meeting of NCTE leaders with their counter- 
parts in Britain’s National Association of Teachers of English 
(NATE), Americans pursuing rigid disciplinary or industrial 
models were fundamentally challenged by the British emphasis 
on the linguistic, social, and personal development of the student, 
“a personal growth model, based on principles of language in 
operation and creative expression.”’ Loosely structured class- 
room “talk,” dramatic improvisation, and personal response to 
literature took precedence over disciplinary knowledge embodied 
in literary classics and rhetorical or grammatical principles. Stu- 
dents’ own creations were valued as literature and treated as texts 
worthy of serious analysis. The British were also reprising themes 
from the American progressive tradition—Dewey, in a broad 
way, but mainly expressivists in the “sentimental” progressive 
tradition, such as Hughes Mearns and Harold Rugg. However, 
the British, like Bruner, also had Continental influences, notably 
Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotski, who had studied the relationship 
between language and cognitive development in children. One 
British educator at the Dartmouth Seminar, James Britton, would 
shortly provide an influential theoretical framework to link the 
development of writing in the disciplines with personal writing, a 
connection the American progressives had not yet systematically 
explored. 

But the communitarian and expressivist vision, though broadly 
influential, could only have shaped WAC through another legacy 
of the 1960s: the newly professionalized writing instructor. Dur- 
ing the 1960s, the interest in writing instruction that had been 
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evident in the communications movement coalesced into a “re- 
vival of rhetoric,” which not only gave composition teachers a 
professional identity apart from literature (the MLA had shown 
diminishing interest in composition teaching since disbanding its 
pedagogical section in 1903) but also provided institutions with 
recognized experts who could design and implement curricular 
reforms in writing instruction.” The CCCC outgrew the commu- 
nications movement to become a large professional organization 
for writing teachers, with its own traditions of research that 
increasingly went beyond freshman-composition courses to in- 
vestigate wider issues of writing and learning. 

The decade of the 1960s left its greatest legacy, however, in 
less obvious, though far more important changes in the structure 
and social role of mass education. The first was racial integration. 
As America’s secondary schools and colleges haltingly moved 
during the 1960s to implement Brown v. Board of Education of 
Topeka, Kansas, the social differentiation of schooling became 
glaringly apparent, especially so in language policy. In the wake 
of the civil rights movement and the race riots of the late 1960s, as 
the nation began to take affirmative action to rectify educational 
inequality, schools and colleges faced—many for the first time— 
the task of teaching the dominant language to excluded popula- 
tions. 

The second was the massive boom in higher education, which 
created far more—and more differentiated—institutions of 
higher learning, preparing students from increasingly diverse 
backgrounds (primarily first-generation college students) for in- 
creasingly diverse roles. By 1980 there were 3,125 institutions, 
up from 2,006 in 1960. Significantly, many were open admission. 
Like integration, the rapid growth in numbers forced colleges to 
face the task of initiating students whose language background 
was radically different. For example, one of those new institu- 
tions, City University of New York (CUNY), began project SEEK 
in 1965 to prepare students whose grades excluded them from 
admission. Social and political upheavals in the late 1960s forced 
CUNY to begin open admissions in 1970, five years earlier than 
planned. Out of that experience, Mina Shaughnessy, a former 
copy editor and part-time writing instructor at CUNY, founded 
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the study of basic writing, a new, more politically and pedagogi- 
cally sensitive approach to “remedial” writing instruction, which 
would become important in the growth of the WAC movement.’ 

Moreover, the new institutions, and increasingly the old ones 
as well, came to be managed by a new class of academic executive. 
These managers—like their secondary-school counterparts half 
a century earlier—adopted the techniques and attitudes of indus- 
trial management in an attempt to make the institutions more 
effective in instruction and more accountable to the society that 
supported them and employed their “products.” In the late 1970s 
the new academic executive would discover in WAC a tool for 
curricular reform and faculty development."° 

Finally, in the wake of the social upheaval of the 1960s— 
much of it focused in schools (through integration) and colleges 
(through student political movements)—government and indus- 
try became directly involved in those social aspects of education 
that bore on language and culture. Though the post-Sputnik 
National Defense Education Act had been belatedly extended to 
the humanities and social sciences in the early 1960s, federal 
and private granting agencies had paid little attention to writing 
instruction until the educational crises of the late 1960s and 
1970s. But as pressures for widening access increased, new public 
and private funds fueled the WAC reform efforts of the coming 
decades and encouraged their spread."' 

In the early 1970s, these social and institutional factors pro- 
duced the widest social and institutional demand for writing 
instruction since the mass-education system had founded compo- 
sition a century earlier to solve the problem of integrating new 
students into academia. An outcry against “illiteracy” in the 
1970s, like those of the 1870s, 1910s, and 1950s, coincided with 
the attempt to broaden access to schools and colleges for students 
who had formerly been excluded from them; though the 1970s 
crisis, like its predecessors, almost ignored the complex political 
issue of rising social expectations and focused instead on the 
popular issue of declining standards. Like the earlier literacy 
campaigns, the new one became a cause célébre of the reformist 
press. The national press greeted with shock and indignation the 
release of the 1974 National Assessment of Education Progress 
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(NAEP) results on writing ability, a study of actual student writ- 
ing (not another multiple-choice test) conducted every five years 
by the Education Commission of the States. The 1974 NAEP 
showed an apparent decline in some areas of secondary students’ 
performance since the test was first administered in 1969. News- 
week’s 9 December 1975 cover story, “Why Johnny Can’t 
Write,” brought to a head the national discussion—some said 
crisis—over literacy, particularly writing instruction, with its in- 
flammatory conclusion: “Willy-nilly, the U.S. educational system 
is spawning a generation of semi-literates.” Even NEH Chairman 
Ronald Berman fanned the flames with his warning that the 
results presaged “a massive regression toward the intellectually 
invertebrate.” The next NAEP administration (1979) revealed an 
all-time high in many of the very areas that had shown the greatest 
decline five years earlier, leading the Education Commission to 
conclude that “changes in overall writing quality are basically 
undramatic for any particular age group” and to recommend 
“caution in making global statements about writing.”’* But the 
nation was already aroused, and the educational establishment 
had already mobilized to meet the crisis. As in previous decades, 
with the coming of heretofore excluded groups to academia, there 
were also fresh attempts to broaden responsibility for language 
instruction. This time, though, the resources were greater, the 
organization more flexible, and the theoretical basis firmer. 


Theoretical Bases: James Britton and the British 


In 1975, as the newest American literacy crisis reached a fever 
pitch, two new British books were published that gave researchers 
and reformers in composition a name and a theory to catalyze 
disparate experiments into a full-fledged educational movement. 
A Language for Life (The Bullock Report ) and James Britton’s 
Development of Writing Abilities (11-18) both came out of the 
British tradition of educational reform, which had its first impact 
on America at the 1966 Dartmouth Seminar."’ 

In 1972 Margaret Thatcher, who was then secretary of state 
for education and science, asked Sir Alan Bullock, vice-chancellor 
of Oxford, to head yet another of the blue-ribbon educational 
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commissions that Britain periodically forms to look into some 
current crisis in education. Britain had weathered its own literacy 
crisis only a few years before America’s—also precipitated by 
pressure for widening access to comprehensive secondary schools 
and new universities. The commission was thus charged with 
reporting on “all aspects of teaching the use of English” in British 
education. In 1975 its six-hundred-page report reached a more 
informed conclusion than had most American educators about 
the extent and cause of the “crisis.” While it is “extremely difficult 
to say whether standards of written and spoken English have 
fallen,” the report said, changing patterns of employment and 
higher education are today “making more widespread demands 
on reading and writing skill and therefore exposing deficiencies 
that have escaped attention in the past.”"” 

Its recommendations generally followed progressive lines in- 
stead of remedial lines, emphasizing informal classroom talk, 
especially in small groups; expressive writing; and teacher-stu- 
dent collaboration. The commission particularly listened to a 
theory of natural language acquisition and development pro- 
pounded by James Britton, one of its members, whose 1970 book 
Language and Learning had argued that language is central to 
learning because through language we “organize our representa- 
tion of the world.” Britton’s study of children’s language acqui- 
sition convinced him that, for students to learn language effec- 
tively, the classroom, like the home, must have a climate of trust 
and shared contexts for purposeful communication. Britton was 
a chief contributor to The Bullock Report’s chapter entitled “Lan- 
guage Across the Curriculum,” which emphasized the roles 
played by language in discipline-specific learning. “While many 
teachers recognize that their aim. is to initiate students into a 
mode of analysis,” the report concluded, “they rarely recognize 
the linguistic implications of doing so. They do not recognize, in 
short, that the mental processes they seek to foster are outcomes 
of a development that originates in speech.”"* 

Britton also led the British writing-across-the-curriculum re- 
search project, which produced the other influential 1975 book, 
The Development of Writing Abilities (11-18). Britton and his 
colleagues conducted a survey of student writing for the Schools 
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Council, a prestigious advisory group composed of leaders from 
business, government, and education. That survey was based on 
Britton’s theory that children develop writing ability by moving 
from personal forms of writing (what he calls expressive and 
poetic) to more public, workaday forms, which communicate 
information (what he calls transactional). Britton and his associ- 
ates found that the overwhelming majority of writing in British 
schools was transactional, that students were given very few 
opportunities to do expressive or poetic writing, and thus, he 
argued, they had little chance of developing in a natural way 
their writing abilities. The Schools Council’s writing-across-the- 
curriculum project recommended a thorough revamping of peda- 
gogy to rectify the imbalance.'’ 

On reaching America, Britton’s theory and the British pedagog- 
ical reforms found a warm reception among reformers in compo- 
sition who were doing research along similar lines. The British 
reformers gave the Americans a new theory, a new set of tactics, 
political and pedagogical, and, most important, a new title for 
their response to the most recent literacy crisis: writing across the 
curriculum. In the spring of 1977, America’s leading researcher 
in writing development, Janet Emig, published a seminal essay, 
“Writing as a Mode of Learning,” which wove together the 
British research, the Continental theories of Vygotski and Piaget, 
and American theorists’ ideas, from Dewey, Bruner, and George 
Kelly, to support the central contention of the nascent WAC 
movement: that writing has “unique value for learning.” '® Robert 
P. Parker and others organized an NEH seminar for college 
teachers at Rutgers in the summer of 1977 to introduce the new 
theories and pedagogical techniques to fifty American composi- 
tion teachers in higher education. Future leaders of the WAC 
movement, such as Toby Fulwiler, were exposed to the works of 
Britton, Moffett, and others in a writing-rich workshop environ- 
ment of the kind that would become the hallmark of the WAC 
movement. In the next few years, the CCCC and NCTE held 
convention sessions on WAC, and the journals in composition 
and English education published many articles on writing and 
language development, writing and learning. The movement had 
found its intellectual moorings. 
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The choice of Britton and the British is surprising in some 
respects. The British educational system, unlike America’s, is 
based on external written examinations—essays that are graded 
outside the classroom, the school, even the country. Teachers 
across the curriculum must and do teach students to write for 
those exams, and they have a long tradition of doing so. British 
reform, then, did not aim to introduce or extend writing across 
the curriculum, as in America, only to modify the kinds of writing 
and its pedagogical uses.’” America’s rapid adoption of Britton’s 
theory is surprising as well. The idea that language is central 
to learning forms a recurring theme in Deweyan progressives’ 
thought, beginning with Dewey himself. And Britton was pro- 
foundly influenced by his American contemporary Bruner. Brit- 
ton’s discourse classification system is in many ways similar to 
the theories of Americans James Moffett and James L. Kinneavy. 
But Britton entered the American scene at a climactic moment. 
His student-centered pedagogy struck a deep chord within Ameri- 
can reformers fresh from the 1960s’ climate of experiment with 
radically student-centered education; but despite its domestic 
roots, Britton’s work carried few of the “educationist” overtones 
of the discredited American progressive tradition. His theory was 
simple in its outlines and readily adapted to a student-centered 
pedagogy, without the complexities of rhetorical or communica- 
tions theories, which had been the staple of the rhetoric revival 
in the 1950s and 1960s. | 

Perhaps most importantly, Britton and the British popularized 
a methodology that fit well with student-centered pedagogy: 
an adaptation of anthropological descriptive inquiry variously 
called classroom ethnography, naturalistic inquiry, or qualita- 
tive research. He and his associates entered classrooms to listen 
and observe, to learn from teachers and students, not to pre- 
scribe “teacher-proof” methods and test them in controlled sta- 
tistical trials. Broadly empirical, yet humanistic, these methods 
seemed to bridge the gulf in American academia between social 
science and the humanities, a gulf that English departments were 
encountering as composition research, with its social science (edu- 
cation department) model, encountered the departments’ liberal 
culture. 
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WAC in Secondary Schools 


In the 1970s, the ferment in public schools brought about by 
racial integration gave new life to the old industrial model, now 
transformed by a “systems approach” into the back-to-the-basics 
movement. Conceived as a corrective to the laissez-faire educa- 
tional approaches of the late 1960s, the back-to-the-basics move- 
ment introduced competency-based education in the three R’s— 
little more than the familiar remedial labs and workbooks, 
though supported now by computers and federal monies.”° Ad- 
ministrators spoke of “accountability” and “behavioral objec- 
tives,” and textbooks stressed mechanical drill and practice, rein- 
forcing the remedial, atomistic “skills” conception of writing— 
as well as the myth of transience. The few writing-across-the- 
curriculum programs that this movement produced were, like 
their forebears in the 1910s, little more than “grammar and 
spelling across the curriculum.” 

But one program sympathetic to Britton’s approach achieved 
national prominence and influenced cross-curricular writing in- 
struction in secondary and higher education: the Bay Area Writing 
Project (BA WP). In 1971, administrators at the University of Cali- 
fornia at Berkeley, recalling the demise of the Prose Improvement 
Committee almost a decade earlier, began a program to improve 
the writing of college freshmen by improving their secondary- 
school writing instruction. In 1974, BAWP held its first summer 
institutes for area high-school teachers—primarily composition 
teachers, though disciplines from history to home economics were 
represented. The idea was not to supply them with “teacher-proof” 
materials or prescribe expert-developed methods but to provide a 
forum for successful teachers to share their insights and methods 
for using writing in the classroom. Participants presented their own 
methods, shared experiences, and, most importantly, wrote a great 
deal themselves. In this collegial environment, the BAWP staff, 
while disclaiming any single theory or methodology, could dissem- 
inate the results of composition theory and research that they con- 
sidered most important: the work of Britton, Francis Christiansen, 
Moffett, Macrorie, and others. 

Two years later, in 1976, the California Department of Educa- 
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tion adopted BAWP as a model for staff development statewide 
and, as with some later WAC programs, funded it with federal 
monies (earmarked for compensatory education under Title [V 
C of the National Defense Education Act). In 1977 the NEH 
provided money for a National Writing Project (NWP) at sites in 
several states. By 1979 there were sixteen California sites and 
sixty-eight others nationwide, each offering summer institutes, a 
newsletter, and in-service follow-up visits in the schools by NWP 
staff members.” 

In 1979, Arthur N. Applebee conducted a national survey of 
writing in the schools. He and his collaborators found that there 
was little extended writing, though a great deal of copying, filling 
in of blanks, and other “writing without composing,” as he called 
it. Such extended writing as there was fit the pattern the British 
had found: transactional writing for an audience of the teacher 
in the role of examiner.” Further studies have confirmed these 
findings and sought to understand the resistance to secondary- 
school pedagogical reform in the structure of mass education. 
The American secondary-school system faces unique difficulties 
in implementing WAC programs. The system is organized on an 
industrial model, which uses writing primarily to assess students’ 
performance, not to improve it. Teachers operating within this 
system lack the time and training necessary to integrate meaning- 
fully process-oriented writing into their instruction. Even educa- 
tion departments have sometimes attempted to “reign in” such 
efforts as BAWP, for it challenges their research paradigm and 
their professional turf.”* Furthermore, research into writing and 
learning in the disciplines has not yet formulated an analysis of 
the ways in which writing can be meaningfully integrated into 
discipline-specific learning activities to produce increasingly more 
sophisticated levels of understanding and writing performance— 
the kinds of pedagogical “scaffolding” that Bruner suggested in 
the 1960s." 

However, in the 1980s, with the spread of Britton’s theories 
and the WAC movement in higher education, many secondary 
schools and school districts began successful WAC programs 
despite the obstacles. With support from administrators, curricu- 
lum coordinators in some districts began in-service training pro- 
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grams for teachers in the disciplines, produced extensive materials 
to aid teachers in their efforts to incorporate meaningful writing 
activities into their content teaching, and provided ongoing sup- 
port for these activities. In several states, school districts began 
cooperative programs with universities to reform writing instruc- 
tion.”’ And some states passed regulations to encourage or even 
mandate writing instruction, though these efforts have been more 
prevalent in elementary schools and secondary-school English 
courses than in the disciplines. Several of the content areas (partic- 
ularly social studies) have also begun to investigate uses of writing 
in secondary-school teaching, and a small but growing literature 
on secondary-school writing in the disciplines now exists.’° These 
efforts suggest that, during its first decade in the secondary 
schools, WAC has had an increasing influence and in some dis- 
tricts has become part of the institutional structure. Although 
secondary education resists deep pedagogical and curricular 
change, WAC programs have survived and grown, building on 
BAWP?’s collegial approach to reform. 


The Birth of WAC in Higher Education 


Though WAC projects in the United Kingdom were almost exclu- 
sively concerned with elementary and secondary education and 
James Britton’s first American followers were secondary-school 
reformers, his most visible influence was on higher education. 
The first WAC programs in higher education appeared in small, 
private liberal arts colleges with selective admissions, where gen- 
eral education and other interdisciplinary programs had always 
found a more congenial atmosphere. In the 1970s, enrollment 
and affirmative action pressures sparked a renewed interest in 
literacy issues and produced experiments in cross-curricular writ- 
ing instruction. Carleton College in Northfield, Minnesota, faced 
problems of rising enrollment (a near doubling in five years) and 
“the diversity in ability that accompanies the increase in numbers 
of students,” as one faculty member tactfully put it.”” The college 
first responded by reducing the composition requirement and 
exempting more students, as other “abolitionist” colleges had 
done in the 1960s, and like many colleges in the early 1970s, it 
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established special sections to allow for that “diversity in ability.” 
But the college also instituted what it called “the college writing 
proficiency requirement” to give “formal recognition of the fact 
that teachers in departments other than English may assume the 
responsibility of judging a student’s ability to read and write 
well” (8). Volunteering faculty attended a two-week conference 
on improving and evaluating student writing in all courses, begin- 
ning in the summer of 1974. The faculty then developed criteria 
that allowed students to satisfy the proficiency requirement 
through writing in courses from several departments. Moreover, 
a Carleton administrator, Harriet W. Sheridan, set up a program 
of “writing fellows” to tutor fellow undergraduates on writing 
assignments for their courses in the disciplines, an idea that would 
be developed elsewhere in the coming decade. 

Further south, Central College, a liberal arts institution of 
twelve hundred students in Pella, lowa, began a similar program, 
which embodied most of the central features of what came to 
be called the writing-across-the-curriculum movement: faculty 
development workshops, a facultywide supervisory committee, a 
writing lab with a writing specialist as coordinator, student tu- 
tors, departmental responsibility for students’ writing profi- 
ciency, a system of student writing portfolios, and external fund- 
ing (federal and corporate) to defray start-up costs. 

Faced with rising numbers of students whose reading and writ- 
ing skills the faculty considered inadequate, a group of Central 
College faculty, led by Barbara Fassler, began in 1971 a week- 
long seminar, held once each semester, to discuss student writing. 
In 1975, as part of curriculum restructuring, the college opened 
a writing lab and trained upper-division students to tutor writing. 
With a grant from HEW for “Special Services for Economically 
Disadvantaged Students,” the college hired a full-time “skills 
coordinator” to supervise the program, recruited a “skills coun- 
cil” from the faculty to oversee the program, and in 1976 voted 
to give each department responsibility for teaching and certifying 
the reading, writing, and oral communications skills of its stu- 
dents. Central College then obtained further funding from the 
Exxon Corporation to expand its peer-tutoring program.”® The 
skills coordinator organized workshops to train faculty from 
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other disciplines to foster (and evaluate) student writing in their 
classes. 

The most influential of the early private, liberal arts college 
WAC programs—inspired in large part by the Carleton College 
experiment—was at Beaver College in Glenside, Pennsylvania 
(with some eight hundred students). In December 1975, the 
Newsweek exposé led the dean to call in the new composition 
director, Elaine P. Maimon, and charge her with the task of 
improving student writing in conjunction with the Educational 
Policy Committee (EPC). Rather than adopting a remedial ap- 
proach, as some advocated, she and several colleagues from psy- 
chology, anthropology, and biology interested in student writing 
began sharing ideas and collaborating on research and pedagogy 
to “galvanize scholarly and research interests” in composition.” 
By 1976, the ground of argument had moved away from remedia- 
tion, and the EPC endorsed wider-scale faculty involvement in 
writing instruction. Maimon obtained outside funding to orga- 
nize workshops for faculty, beginning in 1977, which treated 
writing as a serious intellectual and scholarly activity (Harriet W. 
Sheridan from Carleton led the first one, using as the first text 
Aristotle’s Rhetoric). A $207,000 NEH grant in 1977 funded a 
program to create “a liberal arts college committed to teaching 
writing in all parts of the curriculum.” The earlier informal col- 
laboration among colleagues led to a collegewide “course cluster” 
experiment. In each cluster, three instructors (one from the En- 
glish department) met to plan ways to make writing, in Maimon’s 
words, “a natural part of each class meeting.” In these clusters, 
loosely organized around a few themes or a text—such as Charles 
Darwin’s On the Origin of Species for a history-biology—British 
literature cluster—students wrote projects acceptable in two 
courses.” 

The Beaver College program emphasized the connections be- 
tween writing instruction and faculty research. Writing and its 
teaching were treated as serious intellectual activities intimately 
related to disciplinary inquiry, activities that go beyond mere skill 
building or correction of surface features. As Maimon put it, 
“The teaching of writing is scholarly not scullery.”*’ At one 
level, of course, the emphasis on research and scholarship simply 
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reflected the growing seriousness of the new writing professionals 
who came out of the revival of rhetoric in the 1960s. Maimon 
was deeply influenced by Shaughnessy, Britton, Emig, and others, 
who valorized composition as a field of study. But there were 
also political advantages. The attempt to recreate the role of 
writing instruction in higher education by giving it the mantle of 
academic respectability (research) was an essential element of 
WAC’s success in institutional settings where research was valued 
over teaching. 

At the deepest level, reconceiving writing as a serious intellec- 
tual activity, worthy of study and consideration by academia, 
was a means of breaking down the century-old academic notion 
of writing as an elementary mechanical skill or a romantic inspira- 
tion and replacing it with transactional theories and student- 
centered pedagogies in the Deweyan progressive tradition. (Mai- 
mon called Dewey the “presiding ghost” in her early efforts.) The 
workshops gave many faculty their first opportunity to discuss 
writing and teaching in an environment of communal scholar- 
ship, without the “educationist” stigma or the belletristic assump- 
tions of the English department determining the ground. In a 
collegial, interdisciplinary atmosphere, a faculty member could 
explore the relationships between the structure of the discipline, 
as revealed in its discourse, and the ways in which students 
learned that structure and discourse. 

Such dialogue was not without its conflicts, of course. There 
were interdisciplinary battles over the nature of “jargon” and of 
“proper” academic writing. The ambiguous role of the English 
department, where many faculty had taught writing but few had 
studied or taught it in contexts outside their own field, produced 
other jurisdictional battles—an experience repeated often else- 
where.” But in this new forum, writing could not remain trans- 
parent. And the specialization of academic discourse, the depen- 
dence of writing on discipline-specific contexts and genres, could 
no longer hide behind unexamined notions of a universal “plain 
English” or a “general reader.” Discussions of the various con- 
texts of academic writing and the genres that those contexts 
produced was deeply stimulating, by all accounts. Out of the 
collaboration of Maimon and her colleagues grew an influential 
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composition textbook, Writing in the Arts and Sciences, one of 
the first texts to portray students wrestling with the intellectual 
complexities of assignments from many disciplines, and federally 
funded seminars at Beaver drew faculty from across the country 
who founded WAC programs at many kinds of institutions. 


WAC at Public Colleges and Universities 


The mid 1970s’ literacy crisis also prompted several public col- 
leges and universities to institute programs that spread the WAC 
movement to this, the largest segment of American higher educa- 
tion—and the segment most affected by pressure for widening 
access. Some programs grew out of the abolition of freshman 
composition. For example, at Eastern Oregon State College, a 
four-year college of seventeen hundred students, the faculty re- 
duced the composition requirement in 1965. In 1975, during the 
national debate over students’ writing proficiency, the faculty 
abolished the course requirement in favor of a proficiency exam. 
Although most students continued to take optional composition 
courses to prepare for the exam, some faculty in other disciplines 
added or increased writing assignments and instruction in their 
courses. Three years later the college began a voluntary summer 
training workshop for faculty, though it was discontinued in 
1983 as the program struggled to maintain the commitment of 
faculty. 

The most famous of the WAC programs at public institutions 
is at Michigan Technological University (with some six thousand 
students). The program began after the usual complaints from 
faculty about student writing, complaints bolstered by the News- 
week article and other national publicity. There were demands for 
higher standards, specifically a junior-level objective examination 
over grammar and mechanics, with English department remedia- 
tion for those who failed. Instead of adopting the usual belletristic 
and remedial approaches, the head of the humanities department, 
Art Young, and the new composition director, Toby Fulwiler, 
set about designing a program more appropriate to a technical 
university, one that would involve many faculty in improving 
student writing. At the 1977 CCCC convention, the two learned 
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of programs at Central College, Oregon State, and elsewhere; 
and at the Rutgers NEH summer seminar, Fulwiler was exposed 
to the new British and American composition research and, more 
importantly, to the writing-rich workshop environment of the 
NWP used by such seminar leaders as Lee Odell (a NWP meeting 
was also going on in a nearby room). There Fulwiler conceived 
two central elements of the Michigan Tech approach: writing 
workshops to change faculty attitudes toward the role of lan- 
guage in the classroom and journal writing across the curriculum. 
Young and Fulwiler then convinced the Michigan Tech faculty 
to provide opportunities for student writing, supported by a 
writing lab in the humanities division. In October 1977 Fulwiler 
and Young led the first of their influential faculty writing retreats 
(at a mountain lodge in northern Michigan). They borrowed 
Britton’s fundamental notions of the importance of language— 
particularly expressive language—for active, student-centered 
learning and his focus on teachers as the agents of curricular 
change. They borrowed their methods primarily from the ex- 
pressivist pedagogical tradition of the 1960s: free writing, per- 
sonal journal writing, and dialogue, from Peter Elbow (Writing 
Without Teachers), Donald Murray, James Moffett, and others. 
But they also stressed what had come to be known as “the writing 
process”: an emphasis on heuristic invention or “prewriting” and 
conceptual revision rather than mere proofreading for mechani- 
cal correctness.” 

Art Young described the response of the fifteen volunteer fac- 
ulty as “heart warming if not epidemical.”*” The most enthusias- 
tic faculty described it in terms of a conversion experience: it 
restored a sense of their mission as teachers and their identity as 
part of a collegial academic environment. During the following 
year, the retreatants revised their courses to incorporate more 
writing, with the help of several two-hour follow-up sessions and 
a WAC newsletter. More faculty retreats, this time funded by the 
General Motors Corporation, spread the word across campus, 
and the English department’s commitment to hiring writing spe- 
cialists and their ongoing research and evaluation of WAC further 
drove the program. 

Elsewhere, large research universities were forced to approach 
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WAC with more complex organization and less dependence on 
the faculty consciousness-raising model, as Richard Lanham has 
described Michigan Tech’s approach.** The most common model 
at large research universities was and is a campuswide writing 
requirement administered by a committee of faculty from several 
disciplines, which students satisfy by taking a certain number of 
“writing intensive” (WI) courses offered in several—sometimes 
all—departments. Faculty in each discipline agree to assign a 
specified amount of writing, sometimes with a revision require- 
ment, and to guide the students in writing the assignments. These 
WI courses usually have fewer students than typical sections 
so that faculty will have time to grade assignments. Often the 
university also requires one or more general-composition courses 
of most freshmen and makes a writing lab available to students 
in the WI courses. For example, at the University of Michigan at 
Ann Arbor, the first large research university to adopt the model, 
the interdisciplinary English Composition Board oversees a large 
number of WI courses, approving syllabi, providing training for 
faculty and teaching assistants, and administering a writing lab, 
which supports the WI’s.*’ 

Realizing that faculty in large research universities often give 
undergraduate teaching lower priority, other institutions have 
revived (without realizing it) the plan of the 1950s Prose Improve- 
ment Committee and focused their efforts on training graduate 
assistants or adjunct faculty to teach writing in support of regular 
courses—often large-enrollment lecture classes. In 1975 the Uni- 
versity of Washington began a program of linking writing courses 
to large lecture classes—usually lower-division general-education 
or honors classes. It was expanded in 1978 with a Fund for 
the Improvement of Postsecondary Education (FIPSE) grant and 
grew to its present level of twelve Writing Link sections, as they 
are called. Students enrolled in specified lecture courses have the 
option of also taking its Writing Link course: prepared, taught, 
and graded separately by a TA or an adjunct instructor who 
attends the lecture course and structures the Writing Link assign- 
ments around the lecture course’s material and schedule. About 
10 percent to 15 percent of the students in the participating 
lecture courses also enroll in the Writing Link. Contact between 
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the two instructors may be minimal or extensive, depending on 
their relationship. But any such contact between writing instruc- 
tors and other faculty promotes discussion of writing and learning 
issues, which would likely not exist otherwise. Similar programs 
at UC San Diego, UCLA, and elsewhere use the linked-course 
concept in upper-division classes, often with support from a peer- 
tutoring program, a writing lab, or some combination of other 
models.”* 

A less common model for WAC in some public midsize and 
large institutions is peer tutoring, another means of getting 
around the problem of recruiting faculty whose time and interests 
may not allow them to restructure their courses to include more 
writing. In 1972 programs began at Brooklyn College and at 
California State College, Dominguez Hills.’ Peer tutors were 
recruited from undergraduates through a competitive program, 
trained in writing instruction, then assigned to a particular course 
(as at Cal State) or to a writing lab (as at Brooklyn College). 
Based on research in group process conducted in the 1960s, the 
peer-tutoring model addresses what Burton Clark and Martin 
Trow concluded in 1966 was a central problem of mass higher 
education: to overcome students’ “indifference to ideas, and the 
irrelevance of their education to their associations and relation- 
ships with other students.” The research of Kenneth A. Bruffee 
of Brooklyn College on group process in writing and learning 
was particularly influential in the development of this aspect of 
WAC.” Paired courses and peer tutoring are what Tori Haring- 
Smith calls “bottom-up” approaches, attempts to influence fac- 
ulty to use and value writing in their teaching by creating an 
atmosphere among the students where writing is used, valued, 
and expected. 


Evolving Models 


In the 1980s, the movement spread to many more institutions. 
Theories, methods, and organizational models of the pioneering 
programs gained currency among administrators and faculty in 
a multitude of ways: through sessions devoted to WAC at profes- 
sional conferences such as NCTE and CCCC; through summer 


289 


THE POSTWAR ERA 


workshops at Beaver College, the University of Chicago, and 
elsewhere; through hundreds of retreats and workshops nation- 
wide, led by Fulwiler, Young, Maimon, Fassler, and others; and 
through articles in the pedagogical journals of several disciplines. 
In time, some administrators, as well as composition specialists, 
came to see these programs not only as ways of improving student 
writing but also as faculty development efforts, a means of initiat- 
ing discussions of pedagogy among faculty and increasing contact 
between faculty and students. 

Just as WAC gained momentum, however, the political climate 
of educational reform changed profoundly. Enrollment at tradi- 
tional four-year colleges and universities decreased as the baby 
boom generation left college, though enrollment increased in 
community colleges (as did WAC programs).” Pressure for af- 
firmative action and integration subsided; minority enrollment 
began to decline in higher education. The literacy crisis of the 
1970s, with its impetus for school writing reforms, became in the 
1980s a return to general-education core courses. In a spate of 
highly publicized reports on secondary and higher education, 
several national commissions recommended a return to “com- 
mon learnings” or “core curricula,” and while each of the com- 
missions recommended strengthening programs to improve stu- 
dents’ writing skills (and in some cases specifically praised WAC 
efforts), they had little to say about discipline-specific writing 
instruction and, indeed, criticized the increasing specialization of 
education. In the absence of social pressures for widening access, 
the focus of language policy shifted to the agenda of liberal 
culture, now under the rubric of cultural literacy. In the curricular 
ferment that accompanied the publication of the reports, WAC 
became only one of many reform movements, though it served 
as a model for several: speech communications, critical thinking, 
ethics, computer literacy—all “across the curriculum.” WAC also 
became part of a general rethinking of pedagogy and assessment, 
as institutions sought to increase student “involvement in learn- 
ing,” as one of the reports put it, through faculty-student men- 
toring programs, offices of faculty development and teaching, 
“freshman experience” programs to retain students in an era of 
dwindling enrollment, and a host of other programs.” 
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The change in climate had an immediate effect on the fledgling 
WAC movement: federal and corporate funding became more 
scarce, forcing programs to find ways to move beyond the initial 
enthusiasm of retreats or workshops or pilot programs that had 
begun with outside funding to permanent curricular structures in 
the institutions. WAC programs entered their “second stage,” 
adapting (and sometimes succumbing) to the increasing pres- 
sures.” Some institutions took over full funding of WAC or found 
permanent endowments when outside funding ended. Other insti- 
tutions reduced their programs, attaching them to a writing center 
or to English department writing courses. Still others merged 
WAC efforts with one or more of the other curricular reforms of 
the 1980s. Capitalizing on the renewed popularity of general- 
education core programs, some WAC programs focused their 
efforts on writing in core courses. George Mason’s Plan for Alter- 
native General Education (PAGE) program, for example, grew 
out of a WAC program. Other WAC programs became “critical 
thinking” programs or evolved into consulting services under the 
auspices of faculty development offices. 

Despite these changes, the WAC movement far surpasses any 
previous movement to improve writing across the curriculum, 
both in the number of programs and in the breadth of their 
influence. Susan H. McLeod’s 1987 survey of 2,735 institutions 
of higher education found that, of the 1,113 that replied, 427 (38 
percent) had some WAC program, and 235 of these had had a 
program in existence for three years or more. The persistence of 
sO many programs and their ability to secure ongoing internal 
funding (rather than external grant funding) suggests that WAC 
programs have found a secure place in many institutions. 

The range of activities that WAC programs embrace suggests 
that WAC is having a diverse impact on higher education. 
McLeod’s respondents reported efforts to encourage individual 
departments to make writing a part of their teaching, through 
departmental faculty workshops and through the recruiting and 
training of faculty writing consultants within individual depart- 
ments. Some institutions have begun interdisciplinary discussions 
of rhetoric, through workshops on discipline-specific uses of lan- 
guage and through cooperative research projects to describe and 
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classify discipline-specific conventions of written discourse. 
Other institutions have organized workshops or made consul- 
tants available to help faculty with their own writing. Still others 
have sponsored faculty debates on writing issues, organized na- 
tional teleconferences on WAC, and published faculty hand- 
books, videos, newsletters, anthologies of student writing in the 
disciplines, and many other materials. Some WAC programs have 
even reached beyond faculty involvement to sponsor writing-to- 
learn workshops for administrators.”* 


Reform and Resistance 


The WAC movement has clearly had a broad and growing influ- 
ence on American higher education over the last fifteen years. By 
conservative estimate, tens of thousands of faculty, students, and 
administrators at hundreds of institutions have been exposed to 
the movement, and many have made it an important part of their 
work. Yet the same attitudes and organizational structures that 
ended or marginalized earlier reforms continue to place large, 
often insurmountable obstacles in the way of current efforts to 
make writing a central part of American education. And without 
minimizing the unprecedented success of the WAC movement in 
the 1980s, it is important to understand the historical roots of 
the resistance that the movement faces as it enters the 1990s. 
WAC challenges deeply held institutional attitudes toward 
writing, learning, and teaching: attitudes that are reinforced by 
the differentiated structure of knowledge and education. Faculty 
who grew up with the century-old notion that writing is a general- 
izable mechanical skill, learned once and for all at an early age, 
have difficulty experimenting with alternatives, even when teach- 
ing loads might permit time to be spent on their students’ writing. 
Ideas of “correctness” inherited from the nineteenth century 
make some instructors reluctant to accept writing (even in drafts, 
notebooks, or journals) that is not edited by the teacher. The 
instructor’s role as examiner is difficult to step out of because it 
is assigned to faculty by the institutional hierarchy. Assumptions 
about the nature of writing in their disciplines may also make 
faculty reluctant to assign personal or expressive writing (again, 
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even in drafts, notebooks, or journals). Faculty who are accus- 
tomed to complete autonomy and authority in the classroom 
often feel threatened by reforms in pedagogy that necessitate 
personal and intellectual involvements with students and col- 
leagues. 

WAC is therefore sometimes perceived as an attempt to take 
time away from content and thus lower standards. Specialized 
instruction is, by its very nature, elitist, in that it is carried on by 
specialized communities with certain powers, sanctioned by the 
wider society, to regulate areas of public knowledge and life. 
When WAC programs threaten those elites—by asking them to 
change the pedagogical practices that form new members, or by 
altering the examination processes by which those entering a 
discipline or profession are selected and credentialed—then resis- 
tance comes. An instructor (or discipline or institution) may 
consider it a violation of her professional role to cover less mate- 
rial in a course to make room for more writing (particularly since 
the almost-ubiquitous standardized tests primarily measure such 
coverage).*° Fulwiler and Young note that high-school adminis- 
trators have even reprimanded teachers “for asking students to 
write before they completed workbook exercises—the required 
preparation for an upcoming [objective] test” (292). 

Moreover, the instructor’s role has been traditionally (and 
logically) defined in terms of “discipline”: showing students the 
“right” way within the constraints of that discipline. Thus, he 
may find his identity as a teacher of a discipline challenged by 
student responses that propose answers or use evidence or meth- 
ods of inquiry not accepted by the discipline. Even simply 
allowing students to revise drafts is sometimes seen as lowering 
standards. Faculty are naturally hesitant to risk a reexamination 
of their roles as teachers and as representatives of a discipline. 
Thus, relatively few faculty commit themselves to WAC. 

Not surprisingly, some of the most entrenched opposition to 
WAC has come from English departments, who see programs 
challenging liberal culture’s view of writing as an unteachable 
gift or infringing on the department’s century-old institutional 
prerogatives. Most WAC programs began with (and are still led 
by) composition teachers in English who reach out to like-minded 
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colleagues in other disciplines, and many English departments 
actively support WAC programs. But the claims of discipline are 
as strong in English as they are in any other department (as I 
discussed in chapter 6), and if writing is perceived as a threat to 
the department’s literary mission, then it can be marginalized or 
ended. Fulwiler and Young again report that a number of pro- 
grams have been “dismantled by a change in departmental admin- 
istration or by the curricular or personnel decisions of unsympa- 
thetic English faculty” (289). 

Perhaps more surprising is the controversy among composition 
specialists over whether students should be taught the conven- 
tions of specific disciplines, though this controversy is under- 
standable given the historical divisions within the progressive 
tradition of writing instruction. An expressivist element in com- 
position studies today, like its forebears in the “sentimental” 
progressive tradition of the 1920s, sees the teaching of disciplin- 
ary conventions as a denial of students’ “authentic voice” and a 
rejection of the possibility of true academic community in a 
reformed institution, where knowledge and discourse will not 
be controlled by disciplinary elites. Expressivists, such as Kurt 
Spellmeyer, argue that students should be encouraged to do per- 
sonal writing (the personal essay of the belletristic tradition, 
mainly) instead of learning to write in the public genres of the 
disciplines, a practice that in his view “encourages both confor- 
mity and submission” through a naive and formulaic “cookie 
cutter” approach to composition.”’ Proponents of writing in the 
disciplines argue that, as did Dewey, this line of reasoning rests 
on “a badly formulated opposition—a wrongly forced choice,” in 
Joan Graham’s words.” They insist that the student’s experience, 
individual and personal, must interact in complex ways with 
disciplinary discourse, communal and public, in order for mean- 
ingful learning—and writing—to take place in academia. Britton, 
Maimon, Fulwiler, and Charles Bazerman, as well as other WAC 
proponents espouse varying theories and pedagogical ap- 
proaches, but all favor students doing both personal and public 
writing at various stages of their writing and learning. They agree 
that learning to write is part of a dialectic between self and 
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society, which can transform both, but only if students learn how 
disciplines are constituted through their discourse.” 

Thus, given these reductive notions of writing among academ- 
ics in all quarters, a central theme of many versions of WAC 
today is the transformation of faculty attitudes toward writing 
and an emphasis on the intrinsic motivation of more successful, 
satisfying teaching. The WAC movement, unlike most of its pre- 
decessors, attempts to reform pedagogy more than curriculum. 
In most of its theory and much of its practice, writing to learn 
overshadows learning to write. This is one reason WAC has 
eclipsed all of its predecessors. It asks for a fundamental commit- 
ment to a radically different way of teaching, a way that requires 
personal sacrifices, given the structure of American education, 
and offers personal rather than institutional rewards (perhaps this 
explains the religious metaphors common in the movement).”’ A 
group of faculty who are personally committed to WAC can ride 
out any administrative changes (and perhaps increase their num- 
ber), for the reforms are personal not institutional, and their suc- 
cess depends on conversion not curriculum. But on an institutional 
basis, WAC exists in a structure that fundamentally resists it. 

Faculty tend to retain narrow attitudes toward the role of 
writing in pedagogy not only because of disciplinary constraints 
but because those attitudes reflect the priorities of academia and 
are reinforced by its structure of rewards.’ Even faculty who 
recognize the importance of writing for improving learning may 
not have the time to restructure their courses and pedagogies to 
incorporate writing more effectively, for faculty must work 
within institutional and disciplinary contexts that embody com- 
peting values. The century-old complaint of faculty that they do 
not have time to assign and respond to student writing is fre- 
quently a just one, but it begs deeper questions of institutional 
values. At research institutions, for example, undergraduate in- 
struction typically holds a lower priority than graduate teaching 
or research. And responses to WAC reflect those priorities, de- 
spite jeremiads on the crisis in undergraduate education. Faculty 
at such institutions have little extrinsic motivation for introducing 
or continuing to incorporate writing in a course if it takes time 
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away from research or graduate teaching; and there are many 
extrinsic motivations for dropping it. To initiate WAC programs, 
institutions have therefore had to offer release time, smaller 
classes, or other forms of compensation as carrots, but these 
are, of course, very expensive and easily cut when priorities or 
personnel change. What is less common is a deeper change in the 
way teaching is assessed and rewarded in the institution. If WAC 
is to become more than a marginal activity, criteria for promo- 
tion, tenure, or merit pay must measure and value the kinds of 
teaching and learning that WAC promotes, though this, like 
measuring and valuing writing itself, is far more difficult than 
looking only at more easily quantifiable “outcomes.” 

Without a strong base of support from faculty who see writing 
and learning in less reductive terms—and are committed to using 
writing in their teaching—WAC efforts easily fall victim to the 
institutional inertia of academia’s differentiated, hierarchical 
structure. The myth of transience reasserts itself, and WAC pro- 
grams, like composition courses, tend to become marginalized. 
This reassertion of the status quo takes many forms. 

Some WAC programs never progress beyond (or may revert 
to) remedial labs, outside the curricular structure. Today many 
universities carry on the tradition of writing police and remedial 
labs; faculty prescribe treatment (often using computers), admin- 
istered by a staff member or tutor—but rarely by a tenure-line 
faculty member. Responsibility remains outside the disciplinary 
communities, dropout rates are high, and the status quo is pre- 
served. Many labs are attempting to shake the remedial image 
(and some are succeeding) by encouraging students of all back- 
grounds in all courses to use their services. Writing tutors have 
become “writing fellows”; labs have become “centers”; and at 
some institutions faculty members are encouraged to consult the 
center for help with their own writing. Yet the exclusionary 
attitudes remain. Some campuses have even attempted to over- 
come the stigma by separating a writing center from a remedial 
lab—further marginalizing the students who most need intellec- 
tual contact with students and faculty who use language in the 
approved ways. 

WAC programs are also marginalized when writing “in the 
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disciplines” is confined to general-composition courses. One of 
the most common models of WAC amounts to a revised general- 
composition course, usually taught by English department gradu- 
ate students or by junior faculty trained in literary analysis. This 
model simply shifts the emphasis of composition courses toward 
reading (and writing about) nontechnical, often belletristic essays 
collected in “WAC readers,” on topics from the sciences and 
social sciences, as well as from the humanities: Stephen Jay 
Gould, Loren Eiseley, and so on.” Such a program need not 
require (or even ask for) the active involvement of faculty from 
across the curriculum or even those in the English department 
outside the composition staff. 

Writing intensive courses, sometimes supported by a lab, are 
another common curricular model for WAC, but these WI’s may 
also tend to marginalize writing in the disciplines.*’ WI courses 
again concentrate in a few professors or TA’s the responsibility 
for initiating students into the discourse community, while freeing 
most faculty resources for other activities which the community 
views as more important. As Tori Haring-Smith points out, when 
a few courses are labeled writing intensive, students sometimes 
object when other courses require writing. Writing is viewed as an 
adjunct to a course, even a punishment, not as an accomplishment 
valued by the community. And WI’s do not necessarily provide 
students with more writing (as a recent survey of such courses at 
Cornell indicated) because faculty are not always held account- 
able for writing instruction in these courses.’ Moreover, WI 
courses often substitute for one or more semesters of composi- 
tion, further decreasing the little formal writing instruction that 
students typically receive. 

Even when WAC programs attempt to make writing part of 
every class, every discipline, the writing can be marginalized if it 
is perceived as an additional burden rather than as an intrinsic 
part of learning. At some institutions, administrators have at- 
tempted to impose WAC by fiat, sometimes without providing 
training and support for faculty or securing their consent. Natu- 
rally, faculty resent and resist the imposition, considering it “do- 
ing the English teacher’s job” or “adding writing” of the tradi- 
tional evaluative kind, often a research paper divorced from the 
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“real” content and activity of the course.”’ For the new generation 
of upwardly mobile career administrators, advancement often 
depends on their ability to initiate and support visible, innovative 
programs. WAC easily becomes part of administrators’ curricular 
and pedagogical reform initiatives. As one administrator recently 
remarked to me, “WAC is the cheapest faculty development 
program you can buy.” But the danger is that these “top-down” 
programs may simply reinforce the myth of transience. As Ful- 
wiler points out, “Many administrators believe or want to believe 
that writing across the curriculum is a quick fix. They seek the 
immediate gratification of a visibly successful program, one that 
quiets legislators and enhances administrative careers.”°° Chris- 
topher Thaiss, coordinator of the National Network of WAC 
Programs, sees these administratively mandated programs as one 
of the most troubling trends in WAC in the 1980s, for it destroys 
the grass-roots efforts of faculty and breeds resentment.” 

Without deep changes in the ways that disciplines and institu- 
tions approach writing, the WAC movement will, in all likeli- 
hood, remain on the margins of the curriculum at many, perhaps 
most, institutions. What Rudolph said of interdisciplinary pro- 
grams in the past is no less true of WAC today: “Unless hand- 
somely funded and courageously defended, efforts to launch 
courses and programs outside the departmental structure [have] 
generally failed.”°** There is no specific constituency for interde- 
partmental programs within the structure of the American univer- 
sity, much less for interdepartmental programs that incorporate 
writing, because the academic community is fragmented, and 
there is thus no permanent defense against the slow erosion 
of programs under the pressure of well-defined departmental 
interests. Until individual disciplines accept the responsibility of 
studying and teaching the writing of their community to students, 
WAC programs will continue to be marginalized, subject to the 
vagaries of existence in an institutional no-man’s-land. Writing 
will continue to be transparent and the myth of transience power- 
ful among those who do not understand or acknowledge the 
relationship between writing and the creation and acquisition of 
knowledge. 
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Rhetoric, Research, and Reform 


Like its many predecessors, the current WAC movement encoun- 
tered an institution whose very structure eroded meaningful re- 
forms. But unlike its predecessors, the current WAC movement 
has elements within it that do not ignore or attempt to supplant 
institutional divisions; rather they work through the disciplines 
to transform not only student writing but also the ways the 
disciplines conceive of writing and its teaching. The WAC move- 
ment (and, with it, elements within the academic disciplines them- 
selves) are attempting to develop new traditions of inquiry into 
writing and its pedagogy that examine the structure of academia’s 
divisions and the ways that students and faculty may learn to 
travel among them, not transcend them. 

In the late 1970s and 1980s, research into rhetoric and writing 
has taken a new direction. Instead of examining writing as a single 
set of generalizable skills and its teaching a set of generalizable 
principles and techniques, new lines of investigation have exam- 
ined writing as a constituent of communities, differentiated by 
the structure of knowledge and the activities of each community. 
Drawing upon such diverse fields as the history of science, anthro- 
pology, sociology, and social psychology, these investigations 
attempt, as Steven Weiland recently put it, to “assemble the 
rudiments of rhetorical interpretation and instruction in composi- 
tion on a field-by-field basis.””’ After a century of working under 
reductive nineteenth-century assumptions, this research may at 
last give academia an intellectual foundation on which to con- 
struct pedagogies, one that acknowledges the differentiation of 
written knowledge in modern academia and, indeed, the modern 
world. 

Appropriately, this new direction in rhetorical research began 
within composition studies as an attempt to resuscitate the re- 
search paper, the oldest tradition of extended student writing in 
the modern university. In the mid 1970s, CUNY professor 
Charles Bazerman revised his freshman course to strengthen its 
research-paper component and found that there was almost no 
research on the rhetorical conventions of various disciplines or 
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on the relationship between college-level reading and writing. 
His 1979 article on the “conversation model” of academic dis- 
course and his 1981 textbook, The Informed Writer, approached 
writing as a means of drawing students into “wider public, profes- 
sional, and academic communities.” He and others began re- 
search into disciplinary rhetorics, the differing ways communities 
use written discourse in their activities.“ He found that other 
disciplines, such as the sociology of science, were also investigat- 
ing the social and rhetorical dimensions of knowledge. By the 
mid 1980s, research in disciplinary rhetorics was going on in 
many fields, both among composition scholars and among schol- 
ars in philosophy, anthropology, literary theory, economics, biol- 
ogy, business, history, law, and other fields, as I noted in chapter 
1. Even physics, that most theoretical of the modern disciplines, 
is engaged in a lively debate over whether it should change the 
conventions of its written discourse to acknowledge the social 
dimensions of research.” It is by no means clear if those who 
view knowledge in social and rhetorical terms will prevail in their 
disciplines, but at least the role that writing plays in shaping 
knowledge is now an issue. Writing cannot so easily remain 
transparent. 

This is a crucial step. For unless disciplines first understand the 
rhetorical nature of their own work and make conscious and 
visible what was transparent, the teaching of writing in the disci- 
plines will continue to reinforce the myth of transience and the 
current WAC movement may share the fate of its predecessors. 
Writing in content courses will be seen merely as a further oppor- 
tunity for evaluation or remediation, a means of introducing 
pedagogical variety, or as a favor to the English department and 
not as a central part of disciplinary research or teaching. 

What is most promising about this line of investigation for 
those interested in improving student writing and learning is 
that faculty now have an intellectually respectable avenue for 
investigating and discussing writing, an avenue that acknowl- 
edges the institution’s curricular and structural differentiation, 
instead of lamenting academia’s fall from the homogeneous com- 
munity of the nineteenth-century college and longing for some 
linguistic homecoming. However, understanding the rhetorical 
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nature of a discipline is no guarantee that the discipline will find 
and embrace pedagogies for teaching its rhetoric more effectively 
(or to more students). We must not only understand how a 
discipline constitutes its discourse but also understand how stu- 
dents learn the discourse of a discipline, how writing plays a role 
at various stages in their initiation into that community. 

A second line of research has begun to investigate these peda- 
gogical implications of disciplinary rhetorics. Faculty from En- 
glish departments and their colleagues across the curriculum have 
in the last decade begun to study in specific, concrete ways how 
students learn the discourse of various disciplines. This research 
has grown directly out of the WAC programs as participating 
faculty from many departments have become interested in tracing 
the development of writing ability in its relation to learning in 
specific disciplinary and classroom contexts. Such research uses 
qualitative and quantitative methods; it traces the relationships 
between a discipline’s texts, its pedagogy, and its students’ texts; 
it reassesses the old notions of writing as a generalizable skill; it 
even addresses those central issues of evaluation that have been 
neglected under the reign of machine-scored tests. For example, 
some departments and institutions are experimenting with port- 
folios of student writing, gathered over several months, even 
years, to measure and promote students’ intellectual and commu- 
nicative development through time.” 

Through this research, disciplines may eventually be able to 
design the pedagogical “scaffoldings” that Bruner theorized, cur- 
ricular structures built of meaningful experiences with language, 
which will lead students toward progressively more sophisticated 
engagement with the activities of each discipline through its dis- 
course. And the dream of Dewey—a curricular balance between 
the interests of the learner and the demands of the disciplines— 
may be realized as disciplines at last come to grips with the 
concrete ties between language and the process of learning. After 
more than a century of complaints and recriminations, the mass- 
education system may bridge the old rift that has divided student- 
centered from discipline-centered education and marginalized 
writing in both. 

But discipline-specific rhetorical and pedagogical research is 
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still in its infancy, and it faces major obstacles in translating its 
results into pedagogical reform. To influence scholarly activity 
and pedagogy deeply, such research must be valued and sup- 
ported by the disciplines themselves—not merely by individual 
scholars inspired by a WAC program, as has largely been the 
case thus far. By its very nature, WAC research challenges the 
convenient notion that disciplines are static repositories of knowl- 
edge and replaces it with a model of disciplines as communities 
that are continually being reformed through their discursive prac- 
tices, including those of students. It opens for criticism the struc- 
tures of disciplinary formation and initiation, and those critiques 
can threaten the central assumptions that the members of a disci- 
pline have come to take for granted (as faculty participants in 
WAC research have discovered). 

Yet these are the very obstacles WAC must overcome if it is to 
achieve its ultimate goal: reforming American pedagogy. Reform 
efforts will continue to depend largely on the goodwill of individ- 
ual faculty and administrators until disciplines assume responsi- 
bility for making writing a central part of their pedagogy. As 
the fundamental unit of academic organization, disciplines have 
many means for assuming this responsibility: through their pro- 
fessional associations, their training of graduate students, their 
accreditation procedures, their support of pedagogical research, 
their relations with secondary teachers. Some few disciplines have 
taken small but important steps in this direction. The accrediting 
body for engineering schools, for example, has made comprehen- 
sive writing instruction one of its criteria. 

Ultimately, these efforts in the disciplines will themselves de- 
pend on broader changes in the structure of secondary and higher 
education to overcome institutional inertia, which has eroded 
previous reforms. If writing is to become a central focus of peda- 
gogy, then it must be structurally linked to the values, goals, and 
activities of disciplines; faculty must see a connection between 
encouraging better writing among their students and advancing 
the value and status of their disciplines—and of their own individ- 
ual careers. Disciplines must find or create places where student 
writing matters to the disciplinary community. The oral commu- 
nal performance of the old college is of course unworkable and 
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irrelevant in a writing-based academic culture, but written forums 
for opening student discourse and its teaching to the communal 
discussion and criticism of disciplines are possible. For example, 
if student writing is critiqued by a faculty member’s disciplinary 
peers outside the individual classroom, outside the institution 
even, then standards for student writing and its teaching will 
inevitably develop, as will pedagogical traditions for preparing 
students to meet those standards. European systems provide mod- 
els of external evaluation of student writing by faculty in a disci- 
pline, though the traditional autonomy of American academics 
in the classroom and the diversity and independence of American 
institutions in setting curriculum will make such peer review 
difficult. “Lifting the veils that normally shroud the teaching 
behavior of individual professors and departments,” says Clark, 
is “perhaps the best way to improve teaching competence in 
large systems,” but it is immensely threatening.®’ Even so, a few 
institutions have begun programs in which faculty in a WAC 
program or a discipline review student portfolios. One institu- 
tion, Swarthmore College, has even begun external reviews of 
senior honors theses.®* Such attempts, along with the renewed 
efforts to improve the evaluation of writing, may again allow 
written performance to become a viable complement (or in some 
contexts, even an alternative) to machine-scored tests. 
Administrative structures can play an important role in encour- 
aging disciplines to value writing—not by mandating writing or 
its teaching but by setting up structurally integrated forums that 
open writing to discussion and critique within and across disci- 
plines. Faculty workshops, WAC committees, writing centers, 
and consultants provide forums, of course; but these are structur- 
ally independent of the fundamental disciplinary organization of 
institutions and therefore easily dispensed with. If writing is to 
become a valued part of teaching and learning, then the evalua- 
tion of student writing and its role in curricula must become 
integrated into the disciplinary structure of the academic system: 
through departmental reviews, teaching evaluations conducted 
by peers, promotion and tenure procedures, and so on. Peer 
review of faculty-written texts forms the very basis of disciplinary 
structure, organizing each disciplinary community’s energies to- 
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ward greater efforts and higher standards. Applying some analo- 
gous process to student-written texts may allow the American 
system to evaluate (and thus value) students’ writing perfor- 
mances across a discipline or even across institutions. 

Finding ways to harness the efforts of the disciplines—where 
the faculty’s primary loyalty and interest lie—will perhaps 
achieve more in the long run than structurally separate programs, 
no matter how well intentioned and well financed. Here again 
there are political costs and trade-offs. The energies that depart- 
ments and disciplines expend on student writing might be spent 
elsewhere, and the critique of learning and teaching that writing 
opens will challenge both students and faculty. WAC will become 
part of the ongoing negotiation among the many interests that 
comprise the system (as Robert Morris College recently discov- 
ered when WAC became an issue in contract talks with the faculty 
union). But without structural changes to integrate writing into 
the disciplinary fiber of institutions, without a commitment to 
permanent change in the way academia values writing in peda- 
gogy, WAC programs will always work against the grain. 

Despite these formidable obstacles, there are reasons to believe 
that academia will support research and reform in writing— 
perhaps even evolve traditions of writing instruction in the disci- 
plines that are fully integrated into the structure of academic 
work. Industrial society, which gave birth to composition courses 
a century ago—with its compartmentalization of roles and 
knowledge, its alienating bureaucratic management, its separa- 
tion of mental and manual labor—is evolving, some say, into 
postindustrial society, where new knowledge is created through 
disciplinary and interdisciplinary collaboration, where competi- 
tive advantages are derived from more effective communication 
(often written) among workers at all levels, and where new man- 
agement structures replace the rigid hierarchies of the past. Writ- 
ing instruction may be part of this shift, as it was part of the shift 
in the American economy a century ago. For example, the recent 
interest in collaborative-writing and student-writing groups 
within academia may reflect and support, more or less con- 
sciously, collaborative management and worker productivity cir- 
cles within the business community. WAC may also reflect and 


304 


Writing-Across-the-Curriculum Movement: 1970-1990 


support a postindustrial economy in subtle, but crucial ways. 
Writing instruction is potentially a way of making connections 
between individual scholars and disciplines, either directly, 
through the contact many WAC programs encourage among 
faculty, or indirectly, through research into the discourse of vari- 
ous disciplines, which opens their central assumptions, methodol- 
ogies, and rhetoric to examination and invites useful comparisons 
and interactions with others. Unlike many previous cross-curricu- 
lar writing programs, most versions of WAC today do not posit 
a unified structure of knowledge, a “theology of education,” as 
did Hutchins’ neo-Thomism. But WAC may nevertheless forge 
links between scholars and disciplines, without attempting to 
create and impose a single overarching discourse community on 
academia.” 

WAC also may have profound implications for preparing stu- 
dents to enter a postindustrial economy (as granting agencies 
acknowledge, more or less explicitly, through their funding of it). 
Those who study employment trends generally agree that in fif- 
teen years most jobs will involve information processing, in one 
form or another, almost always with computers. But in the elec- 
tronic office of the information age, “computer literacy” may 
mean much more than mechanical or clerical skill. The productive 
capacity of America—and perhaps its social cohesion as well— 
may increasingly depend on rhetorical skill, the ability of an ever- 
growing portion of the work force to communicate in writing, 
both in and out of an organizational unit, not only from one 
person to another but also from one community to another.” 
The rising demand for writing skill, which The Bullock Report 
noted fifteen years ago, will not likely be reversed, and the growth 
of information technology may continue to increase it. WAC is 
one way to prepare students for the complex new roles many 
of them will play in professional communities. Ideally, cross- 
curricular writing instruction would initiate students into the 
discourse of one professional community and give them extensive 
experience in negotiating the discourse of several other communi- 
ties, other disciplines. While students cannot be fully initiated into 
the discourse of all the communities to which they are exposed in 
their schooling, making writing central to the whole curriculum 
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may give students, in Maimon’s phrase, “a sense of intellectual 
tact,” a kind of liberal education that would encourage students 
to take an intellectual interest in several communities and to 
respect the logic and diversity of written conventions they find 
there.*” 

There is indeed much that is new and promising in the current 
WAC movement, but it would only be reinforcing the myth of 
transience to assume that these differences, as important as they 
are, will guarantee WAC’s survival. When cross-curricular pro- 
grams seek to modify the attitudes and compartmental structure 
of academia, when programs seek to broaden access to profes- 
sional discourse communities, they become forms of resistance, 
threats to the institution (or to the century-old conceptions of it). 
Thus, as with all movements to extend literacy, WAC has politi- 
cal, economic, and social consequences. The empowerment that 
literacy affords demands power sharing. In composition studies, 
the identity of the field—perhaps its existence as a discrete disci- 
pline—is negotiated in WAC. Will writing specialists be tenure- 
track faculty, members of a department, or will they primarily be 
administrative staff consultants, temporary instructors, support 
personnel? In the postmodern education system, how will various 
kinds of knowledge and instruction be organized and funded? It 
is worth contemplating the fate of Great Britain’s “new universi- 
ties,” which were founded in the 1960s as innovative centers of 
interdisciplinary teaching and research but are now suffering 
from a bureaucratic malaise caused in large part by budgetary 
and administrative strictures of the present government, a govern- 
ment that discourages the intellectual risk taking that interdisci- 
plinary innovation requires.” And finally, WAC has implications 
for the wider society. If the educational system teaches greater 
numbers of students to enter academic discourse communities 
and, through them, coveted professional roles, there may be 
increased competition, economic dislocation, and political con- 
flict. If, however, the system frankly acknowledges that it is 
excluding students from professional communities on the basis 
of their language rather than committing its resources to teaching 
the linguistic forms of those communities to those students, the 
results might also be painful. The recent rioting in France over 
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access to higher education (determined there primarily by written 
examinations) should give one pause. In any case, there are pow- 
erful reasons for preserving the myth of transience and equally 
powerful reasons for reformers to construct alternatives, con- 
sciously, deliberately, with some attention to their historical prec- 
edents, and great regard for their long-term consequences. 

For in historical perspective, WAC is not a single trend or 
movement; it is, like its predecessors, a collection of often-con- 
flicting approaches to the problem of linguistic differentiation in 
the modern world. It offers no panacea, but it need not support 
the myth of transience either. Seen in its full dimensions, WAC 
can become a convenient tool for focusing our attention in a very 
practical way on the contradictions of American secondary and 
higher education, a means of examining rather than skirting the 
deepest problems. With WAC, the old battles between access 
and exclusion, excellence and equity, scientific and humanist 
worldviews, liberal and professional education, all come down 
to very specific questions of responsibility for curriculum and 
teaching. WAC ultimately asks: in what ways will graduates of 
our institutions use language, and how shall we teach them to 
use it in those ways? And behind this two-part question lies a 
deeper one: what discourse communities—and ultimately, what 
social class—will students be equipped to enter? That is an ex- 
tremely complex question in our heterogeneous society. It is a 
question that Americans have consistently begged because it 
forces us to face painful issues of opportunity, of equality, of 
democracy in education. But underneath the buzzwords and the 
bustle of programs, it is the question we will inevitably answer 
by pursuing WAC. 
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1990-2000 


I, the ten years since the first edition of this book appeared, the 
myth of transience has remained very much alive, and writing ts 
still transparent to the great majority of teachers and students. 
But signs of change are even more evident than a decade ago, in 
individual faculty, in disciplines and institutions, and in the U.S. 
education system in general. 

It should come as no surprise that the change has been incre- 
mental rather than radical. Writing across the curriculum ts still 
not so much about curriculum per se (what gets taught and learned) 
but about fundamental reform of teaching and learning (the pro- 
cess of teaching and learning what gets taught and learned). And 
the same institutional structures fundamentally resist it: the de- 
centralized nature of education; its separation of research and 
teaching within higher education; its divisions into institutions, 
disciplines, and discrete courses; and particularly the very loose 
structures of collaboration—and accountability—that go with 
decentralization. Similarly, the WAC movement has been very 
much decentralized, so change is not neatly linear but immensely 
varied and dispersed. 

Yet education in the U.S., like education worldwide, moved in 
the 1990s to a recognition of these fundamental structural bar- 
riers to change. WAC has both supported and benefited from the 
increasing attention to educational reform. Indeed, the story of 
WAC in the 1990s is part of the story of an emerging culture of 
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innovation in education, higher education in particular. There is 
greater attention to teaching, to programmatic improvements in 
teaching, to student academic life, and particularly to account- 
ability and assessment. One dramatic sign is that many research 
institutions have begun to tenure and promote some (though few) 
faculty primarily on the basis of teaching. 

In broad structural terms, education has continued to expand 
in the 1990s, particularly in higher education. The percentage of 
high school graduates in the U.S. population increased from 77 per- 
cent in 1990 to 83 percent in 1999. And, the percentage of college 
graduates increased from about 21 percent in 1989 to almost 25 
percent in 2000.! The percentage of the population that has pur- 
sued higher education increased even more dramatically. Yet ex- 
panding higher education did not bring more open admission, as 
in the 1970s, but greater sorting, with elite institutions raising re- 
quirements and others expanding enrollments, as budgets tight- 
ened in the 1990s. This move toward sorting ushered in what has 
been called an age of accountability in higher education and had 
important consequences for WAC. 

The most important consequence is that WAC had to position 
itself in relation to other education reforms. In the late 1980s, 
WAC moved toward what McLeod and Soven called the “second 
stage” of WAC programs (2). Funding from granting agencies, 
relatively plentiful in the 1980s, largely dried up in the 1990s, as 
granting agencies moved on to other priorities in education re- 
form, such as assessment. Internal funding and, much less often, 
private donations became the mainstay of WAC programs’ fund- 
ing, forcing WAC programs to compete and cooperate with other 
initiatives to a greater extend than they had ever done before. 

Because the WAC movement is so diverse and intertwined with 
other reform efforts, it is difficult to know how widespread the 
WAC movement is. The most recent national survey was in 1987 
(McLeod and Soven). It indicated that somewhere between 20 
and SO percent of higher education institutions had a WAC pro- 
gram (a 40 percent response rate accounts for the uncertainty.) 
Surveys of WAC websites and of attendance at the yearly National 
Network of WAC Programs meetings do not suggest higher fig- 
ures. But there is clearly a need for research on the extent and 
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composition of efforts nationally (made more difficult by the 
loose structure of the WAC movement, which I noted above). 
Nevertheless, it is possible to trace the development of WAC in 
the 1990s in terms of changes visible in programs and in the grow- 
ing WAC literature. In this chapter, Pll look first at some of the 
major program types as they evolved in the last decade, at vari- 
ous levels, beginning with higher education. Ill then look at four 
of the most crucial national developments: discipline-based WAC, 
assessment, research, and dissemination (national and interna- 
tional). Finally, Pl look at some of the ways WAC has aligned it- 
self with other education reform initiatives, such as oral commu- 
nication and computer-aided learning. But first a word on the two 
terms that came to define—and split—the movement in the 1990s: 
writing across the curriculum and writing in the disciplines. 


WAC and WID 


An unfortunate but understandable controversy pitting writing 
across the curriculum against writing in the disciplines (WID) 
developed in the 1990s, which tended to divide rather than unite 
efforts to improve students writing and learning. In the 1970s and 
1980s, WID was usually seen as an integral to WAC, not some- 
thing separable. But in the 1990s, many composition scholars and 
programs began to draw distinctions between learning to write 
in the ways disciplines do (which they called WID), and writing 
about the subjects disciplines study (which they called WAC). 

As I mentioned in chapter 9, many first-year composition pro- 
grams taught general composition courses called WAC courses 
in which students read popular essays and wrote essays (or 
themes) about subjects that other fields took up. They did so 
without looking at the writing of those other fields or their ac- 
tivity, their questions, their methods of research, or their episte- 
mologies. Indeed, there were a great number of textbooks pub- 
lished to support such WAC-emphasis composition courses, with 
thematic units arranged loosely around disciplinary interests.’ 
Such courses don’t require (or, usually, ask for) the active involve- 
ment of faculty from across the curriculum. 
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Another way of separating WID from WAC was to consider 
WAC as fundamentally “writing to learn,” developing cognitive 
performance in a field, while WID was considered fundamentally 
“learning to write” professional discourse, the rhetorical marshal- 
ling of arguments in a field. Thus, a WAC approach to a general 
education course (for example, history) would use “writing-to- 
learn” techniques, such as journals, or “public discourse,” such 
as letters to the editor. As with the WAC-emphasis composition 
courses, there is no need to write (or even consider) the discourse 
of the discipline.’ 

Rationales for splitting WAC from WID often argued that 
WAC is interdisciplinary (a freeing thing) while WID is merely 
disciplinary (a confining thing). Still others saw WAC as being 
about public discourse and WID as being about highly special- 
ized academic discourse.’ 

This WAC/WID distinction grows out of the contradiction in 
higher education that produced a need for the WAC movement 
in the first place—the separation between general and profes- 
sional education, which led to institutional arrangements that try 
to separate a hypothetical general writing from writing in the dis- 
ciplines. The dream of an overarching discourse community or 
super-discourse is still very much alive in English departments and 
composition programs alike. Indeed, some dismissed what they 
termed WID programs as mere “grammar across the curriculum” 
or claimed WID programs lacked ideological edge and “institu- 
tional critique.”> 

In a profound sense, the WAC/WID split is the legacy of the 
“professionalized generalists” discussed in chapter 6. English 
departments have seen themselves as training generalists, often 
without seeing that their work (and discourse) is also highly spe- 
cialized. And there has been a tendency to be suspicious of pro- 
fessional education and specialized discourse (of others). 

However, other voices in the WAC movement attacked as a 
false dichotomy these attempts to split WAC and WID. They 
argued that WAC and WID are two sides of the same pedagogi- 
cal coin; or rather, that WID is always a part of WAC, even when 
faculty imagine that they are teaching students general cognitive 
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skills. Jones and Comprone, for example, argued that research 
into specialized writing is a hallmark of the WAC movement. 
Without attention to interaction of WAC with specific disciplines, 
“WAC may well be absorbed into a potentially amorphous re- 
view of general education” (61). In 2000, McLeod and Maimon, 
reviewing the debates of the 1990s, rightly pointed out that the 
WAC movement has from its beginnings been more than “gram- 
mar across the curriculum,” that it has always been concerned 
with ways knowledge is made in the disciplines. 

The institutional contradiction between general and profes- 
sional education has reinforced the epistemological contradiction 
that writing is an elementary (and largely transparent) set of skills 
rather than a central tool for learning and doing myriad human 
activities. Writing is viewed as a general skill to be taught in com- 
position—or general education—courses, and the myth of tran- 
sience is reinforced. 

General education in higher education (a product of late spe- 
cialization in the U.S. system) means that most students in an 
introductory course in some discipline (or even an advanced 
course) will not pursue a career in that discipline. Thus, most will 
never need to write the kinds (genres) of discourse that people in 
the field write. This raises the profoundly difficult question for 
faculty: What genres do I assign and teach students to write? 

To answer this question and get past these contradictions, we 
will have to have a much better sense of how students of differ- 
ent kinds gradually learn to write the genres of particular disci- 
plines—and how they learn those specialist genres called “pub- 
lic discourse” (usually written by professional journalists). That 
is, we will have to learn ways to articulate writing development 
from secondary to higher education, across all four years of higher 
education, and into further education and work. 

The early WAC movement finessed its way through the prob- 
lem by having students in disciplinary courses do personal writ- 
ing (for example, journals) or public writing (for example, edi- 
torials) or “the essay” (really school themes)—the genres assigned 
typically in composition classes. The audience for such writing 
is other students, when it is not the teacher as examiner. 

The problem is that, without specific instruction in the special- 
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ized discourse of the discipline, students rarely have a chance to 
develop in a systematic way over their undergraduate years the 
kinds of writing they will need when they leave higher education, 
where they will have to write to audiences other than instructor 
or students. Nor do they see the textual ways a discipline carries 
on its work and (re)produces its ideology. It is difficult, in prac- 
tice, to separate writing-to-learn from writing like those in the 
field, without sacrificing a deep understanding of the field. What 
counts as good writing in a course or a field is profoundly shaped 
its questions, goals, methods, and epistemology. But unless higher 
education confronts these “writing” problems, the divisions re- 
main untouched, and the curricular isolation is reinforced rather 
than broken down by WAC. 

The WAC/WID split was most evident in the articulation 
between composition courses and WAC initiatives, to which | 
now turn. | 


First Year Composition, WAC, and the Abolitionists 


The relations between the writing-across-the-curriculum move- 
ment and first-year composition (FYC) programs got much more 
complicated in the 1990s. In some programs, the articulation 
between WAC and composition was strengthened by extending 
writing instruction over all four years. One way was to create 
courses and requirements throughout the undergraduate pro- 
gram, perhaps by moving or expanding composition courses to 
the sophomore year, by adding or revising writing courses for the 
junior year, by providing writing-intensive courses or discipline- 
specific writing courses that consciously build on first year 
courses, or by a combination of these methods. At Ohio State 
University, for example, writing requirements were instituted in 
all four years, some general, others discipline-specific. Other 
universities transformed FYC into discipline-specific first-year 
seminars, taught by faculty and graduate students in the disci- 
plines, as we will see. 

But at many other higher education institutions—perhaps the 
great majority—-WAC and composition programs retained sepa- 
rate identities, and the articulation was not particularly close. The 
additive structure of American higher education made it easier 
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to add a program than to rethink the relationship between writ- 
ing instruction among units, to create a sequence of articulated 
experiences with writing. 

Indeed, some composition teachers and programs have seen 
WAC as a threat to their existence. If faculty other than compo- 
sition can and do improve students’ writing, then, they argued, 
there is no need for a general composition course. There were calls 
from some in composition to abolish general composition courses 
and substitute instead writing requirements in the disciplines (or 
nothing at all). Though, as we noted in chapter 6, similar aboli- 
tionist proposals had been made over the last century (and a few 
elite institutions had actually abolished composition), the success 
of the WAC movement lent a certain credence to recent abolition- 
ist calls.° 

There have apparently been no institutions that abolished gen- 
eral composition courses in the 1990s (though a handful of in- 
stitutions have made them optional). The vast majority of WAC 
programs, theorists, and researchers have seen composition 
courses, in one form or another, as an important component of 
writing development in higher education. But the tensions re- 
mained, fueled by the suspicions about faculty in the disciplines 
we noted above. We now consider how the most common cur- 
ricular models of WAC developed during the 1990s. 


Curricular Models of Writing Across the Curriculum 
Writing-Intensive Courses 


During the 1990s, writing-intensive (WI) courses became the most 
common curricular model for WAC. Often called “writing en- 
hanced courses” (so they would not sound so intense to faculty 
and students) or “writing-in-the-major courses,” they are regu- 
lar courses in the disciplines with special writing requirements. 
Often, students must take two or more to graduate. Pioneered at 
the University of Michigan and Indiana University in the 1970s and 
spread through the influence of outstanding programs, such as 
the University of Missouri at Columbia’s, they are an appealing 
institutional choice because they provide a relatively inexpensive 
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institutionwide structure without requiring fundamental changes 
to departments or to all but a relatively few individual courses 
and faculty. 

There are many anecdotal reports that WI programs have 
raised the level of awareness of writing and even changed the 
institutional culture. And several studies have found that students 
perceive WI courses as enhancing their education. But the courses 
can also marginalize writing as students complain of being as- 
signed writing in non-WI courses. WI courses can become little 
more than formal requirements if standards are lax or unenforced 
and junior faculty are assigned to teach them. Finally, as Martha 
Townsend says, “It is hard to make WI programs work” admin- 
istratively (239). Studies have also found that such courses can 
provoke faculty resistance.’ 


Freshman Seminars 


Freshman seminars are another WID model that made wide- 
spread gains in the 1990s. Pioneered at Cornell in the late 1970s, 
freshman seminars have faculty or graduate students in the dis- 
ciplines teach a seminar-style course to freshmen (usually a 
smaller number than in the typical FYC course) about a topic of 
interest to the instructor. These are not introductory courses, per 
se, but seminars on special topics, from which the students 
choose. At Cornell and elsewhere, these seminars have evolved 
into a comprehensive WID program, including, for example, 
sophomore seminars, writing-in-the-majors courses and pro- 
grams, and discipline-specific tutoring. 

Since 1997, Cornell (with funding from the Knight Founda- 
tion) has formed a consortium of institutions to evolve WID 
models, specifically. Representatives of participating institu- 
tions—public and private, U.S. and European, large and small— 
meet each summer to share ideas for discipline-based programs, 
then consult over time with each other and with outside experts. 
Some thirty institutions have participated thus far.® 


Writing Centers 


In the 1990s, writing centers became full partners with WAC pro- 
grams. This helped writing centers move beyond their marginalized 
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position as providers of remedial skills to play a more central role 
in teaching and curriculum. They provided tutoring not only for 
students in composition courses but also, increasingly, for stu- 
dents in the disciplines. In this way, writing center staff became 
involved with faculty in the disciplines, in some cases working 
closely with them. 

Partnerships between WAC and writing centers took many 
forms. Sometimes WAC programs were housed in writing cen- 
ters, or writing centers were housed in WAC programs. At insti- 
tutions without formal WAC programs, writing centers often 
became de facto WAC programs, providing faculty development 
or consulting with faculty in the disciplines and paving the way, 
sometimes, for more formal campuswide efforts. At many other 
institutions, writing centers cooperated closely with WAC pro- 
grams. For example, some kept files of assignments in various 
disciplinary courses or offered specialized tutoring for students 
in WI courses, as some tutors were trained by writing center per- 
sonnel or faculty in the disciplines to help students in certain 
courses or programs. This cooperation sometimes evolved into 
discipline-specific “satellite” writing centers in departments, 
where tutors from the discipline are trained by writing center 
personnel. At their most ambitious, partnerships between WAC 
and writing centers attempt to create a campuswide “writing 
environment” to facilitate what Barnett and Blumner call “on- 
going dialogue about writing and its relationship to thinking and 
learning among faculty as well as students” (1). 

Partnerships between WAC and writing centers were not with- 
out their tensions. Established writing centers are sometimes 
threatened by WAC initiatives, and WAC programs can margin- 
alize writing center work. But some of the most ambitious WAC 
efforts of the 1990s flowed from these partnerships.” 


Community Colleges 


Two-year (community) colleges grew dramatically in the 1990s, 
as demand for higher education expanded while funding (and 
open admissions at four-year state universities) diminished. Com- 
munity colleges have become leaders in WAC innovations. First- 
year composition courses are sometimes more thoroughly articu- 
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lated with other disciplines than in four-year institutions. Under- 
graduate “writing fellows” trained to tutor writing in the disci- 
plines are a common and successful model, in the absence of 
graduate students. And two-year colleges have been leaders in 
introducing electronic and oral communication into pedagogy 
across the curriculum. 

Funding cuts and new initiatives have forced two-year colleges, 
like four-year colleges, to merge with other new initiatives, such 
as critical thinking and assessment. Stanley, editor of one of the 
two collections on two-year college WAC (both published in the 
early 1990s) found that the programs of contributors had been 
merged with or absorbed into other initiatives. But even here, 
innovation is widespread. For example, Longview Community 
College won a national award for its assessment-based WAC 
program (see under Assessment below). Moreover, some of the 
best research has come out of two-year colleges as well.’° 

Much remains to be done, particularly in terms of four-year 
institutions articulating WAC efforts with those of community 
colleges. And rising teaching loads make curricular and pedagogi- 
cal innovations all the more difficult. But WAC is clearly a viable 
option for community colleges and will be more so as innovations 
are disseminated through publication in such journals as Teach- 
ing English in the Two-Year College. 


Secondary and Elementary Schools 


In the last decade, some two hundred articles and books, repre- 
senting almost every subject area, were published on WAC in 
secondary schools, representing almost one third of the total. But 
the literature on secondary school WAC reflects only part of the 
growth. From individual teachers’ collaborative efforts and pio- 
neering districtwide reforms in the 1980s, such as Volusha County 
schools in Florida, secondary school WAC evolved into larger 
district, state, and national efforts. 

The most widespread and coordinated efforts have come out 
of assessment initiatives, which drove change in every aspect of 
WAC in the 1990s. At the state level, Vermont’s portfolio require- 
ment, begun in the 1980s, was developed by other states, Ken- 
tucky most visibly. In Kentucky, beginning in 1992, students in 
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grades 4, 8, and 12 were required to submit a portfolio of their 
work, to include some pieces of writing from subjects other than 
language arts. This high stakes exam, assessed collaboratively by 
teachers, led many schools to involve subject area teachers in 
writing development in-service and portfolio assessment, efforts 
supported and encouraged by the state through a team of itiner- 
ant writing consultants. 

The National Writing Project (always the leader in secondary 
school WAC) collaborated with assessment efforts in many states— 
and with national alternative assessment efforts, notably the New 
Standards Project. Many attempted to develop “tests worth teach- 
ing to” by including writing in all subjects. Though cross-curricu- 
lar writing assessment (like all assessment) has been very contro- 
versial, it has certainly raised awareness of the role of writing in 
learning. And the future of WAC in secondary education depends 
on whether and how well writing appears in assessment and how 
teachers in subject areas support (and are supported in) develop- 
ing students writing and their learning through writing." 

Elementary schools might be said to have always used WAC 
because students typically write as part of studying all subjects, and 
elementary teachers teach all subjects. But the 1990s saw increased 
attention to writing in those areas beyond language arts—in sci- 
ence, social studies, and even math. The whole language move- 
ment emphasized an integrated approach to teaching writing, in 
which students read and write about a range of subjects in a range 
of forms or genres. Studies of children’s writing found that stu- 
dents in classrooms where teachers frequently used children’s lit- 
erature, integrated reading and writing, and taught skills in con- 
text developed reading and writing skills at higher levels than 
students in classrooms where teachers used other practices.'* 

The resurgence of standardized testing in the 1990s often 
worked to constrain WAC in elementary schools, as in second- 
ary schools. But materials that emphasize writing in areas beyond 
language arts have proliferated in spite of the constraints. And 
alternative methods of assessment that meaningfully incorporate 
student writing are now viable options for making integrating 
writing more effectively, as recent research on the effects of the 
most visible of these, the Primary Learning Record, has shown." 
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Relations to Other Movements and Organizations 


In 1996, Walvoord warned that WAC must “dive in or die” (70). 
That is, WAC programs must find a ways to work with other 
education reform initiatives in order to prosper—and avoid be- 
ing swept way in the massive wave of educational reform, where 
faculty are often “initiatived to death.” We now look at how 
WAC has “dived in” by forming alliances with disciplines; with 
assessment efforts; with learning communities; and with oral, 
visual, and electronic communication. 


Disciplinary Developments 


Disciplines and professions still hold the greatest unrealized 
potential for developing students’ writing across the curriculum. 
Faculty in both higher and secondary education see themselves 
primarily as members of a discipline. And the fundamental unit of 
institutional organization is the department. If faculty within a 
department or, more broadly, a discipline can find intellectually 
respectable avenues for investigating and discussing writing in re- 
lation to pedagogy, then WAC can flourish in ways that are im- 
possible when change comes only through the efforts of individual 
faculty, however well supported by a central WAC program. 
Unfortunately, there has been relatively little development in 
the past decade of departmental approaches to WAC. This is due 
perhaps to several factors. WAC programs have made little at- 
tempt to involve departments and disciplines, per se, as histori- 
cally the WAC movement has focused on individual faculty in 
interdisciplinary workshops or WI courses centrally administered. 
Moreover, the WAC movement grew out of composition, prima- 
rily, where disciplinarity has not been a central concern, and out 
of general education programs, which attempt to transcend dis- 
ciplines. As we noted above, there is much suspicion in compo- 
sition of disciplinary writing as jargon-laden and, more recently, 
oppressive to students’ attempts to find an individual voice. 
Yet there have been a number of WAC programs that take as 
their unit of change the individual department. At some institu- 
tions, department-specific efforts grow out of goal-setting and as- 
sessment efforts universitywide. Each department develops (of- 
ten in consultation with the WAC program) discipline-specific 
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goals (outcomes) for their students and a departmental plan for 
meeting those—which differ widely among departments. At these 
universities, departments are now revising courses and teaching 
methods to sequence communication experiences throughout 
departmental curricula. These sorts of programs produce a cycle 
of development and responsibility for continuous improvement 
that can outlast any singe faculty member or administrator.“ 

Even where departments are not the primary focus, many WAC 
programs work with departments on an ad hoc basis to sequence 
communication experiences into departmental curricula. Depart- 
ment-specific colloquiums, workshops, and planning grants are 
common. Statewide demands for accountability, as in Virginia, have 
led in some cases to training departmental faculty to assess stu- 
dent writing—and, ideally, teach more with it. In other programs, 
departments or colleges select undergraduate or graduate students 
to be trained by the WAC program for tutoring students in courses, 
providing “backdoor” faculty development. There are also a 
number of college-specific WAC programs, such as Iowa State’s 
AgComm and programs in business and engineering at Clemson." 

Though a programmatic focus on disciplines has been rare, the 
publishing industry has produced discipline-specific guides to 
writing for faculty who wish to improve their students’ commu- 
nication and learning through writing—especially faculty teach- 
ing WI courses. For example, HarperCollins publishes “short 
guides” to writing in seven disciplines, several of which have gone 
into multiple editions, and other publishers cover these and other 
disciplines with their own guides.'® 

Perhaps the most encouraging developments in the disciplines 
and professions are discipline-specific movements to incorporate 
writing in teaching. Though it may seem surprising at first glance, 
mathematics has been a leader in this regard. Science teaching has 
also produced a range of innovative pedagogical strategies and 
materials that incorporate writing—beyond the traditional cook- 
book laboratory report. Indeed, the National Science Foundation 
has funded dozens of studies of writing to learn science, math, 
and economics. These efforts, like similar efforts in social sciences 
such as history, have not yet been analyzed in terms of either the 
collective import of their findings or in terms of their dissemina- 
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tion with in the disciplines. Whether or not the professions are 
moving—or will move—in the direction of writing in the disci- 
pline is an important but unanswered question.'” 

Professional education has also moved in some cases toward 
systematically incorporating writing into its teaching. Law 
schools have for many years employed staff to improve students’ 
writing. But the most dramatic changes have come through ac- 
creditation and certification processes requiring writing. In the 
late 1990s, engineering revamped its accreditation process 
(ABET) to make communication a requirement across the curricu- 
lum. No longer is a separate technical communication course 
adequate. Students must demonstrate communication skills in 
engineering courses. ABET has spurred many engineering depart- 
ments and colleges to rethink how they are improving students’ 
communication—and their learning through communication. In 
many cases, fruitful collaborations with WAC programs and tech- 
nical writing programs began. Similarly, in the 1990s, the ac- 
counting profession added significant written components to the 
CPA examination, which may bring accounting departments to 
make explicit efforts to teach the writing necessary on the exam— 
and perhaps in the field itself." 

These are very positive developments, but it remains to be seen 
how individual disciplines and professions will accept the respon- 
sibility of investigating and teaching the writing of their commu- 
nity to students or whether writing will continue to be largely 
transparent. 


Assessment 


Assessing WAC programs and the students writing in them 
emerged as a central concern in the 1990s. Assessment is in many 
ways the “growing edge” of WAC as it enters the twenty-first 
century. During the 1980s, assessment was primarily concerned 
with programs, making a case for funding, usually. WAC pro- 
grams looked at the number of faculty who attended workshops, 
taught WI courses, or revised syllabi to include more (and more 
effective) writing. But these outcomes were perceived as too nar- 
rowly defined when higher education moved into what Walvoord 
has characterized as “a new era—the era not of access but of ac- 
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countability” (69). Faculty involvement and development proved 
to be much more complex than workshop attendance or sylla- 
bus revision, as Walvoord showed in her longitudinal study of 
participating WAC faculty in three institutions.'? And the big 
question remained: Are students writing and learning better? 

Thus, administrators, funding agencies, and other stakehold- 
ers began demanding assessment of student performance to mea- 
sure the effectiveness of WAC programs. This posed thorny prob- 
lems as it is devilishly difficult to measure either writing or 
learning and even more difficult to measure whether the changes 
are due to the WAC efforts. Early studies showed that learning 
did not significantly improve as measured by the usual multiple 
choice tests, and writing did not significantly improve as mea- 
sured by timed assessments of general writing skills. But these 
were not valid measures of the higher-order learning or writing 
that WAC aimed to improve. Later, an increasing number of stud- 
ies showed that higher-order thinking did improve, as well as 
discipline-specific writing. And new measures were developed that 
got at the discipline-specific features of writing.*° 

With these demands for and improvements in assessment, an 
increasing number of programs used assessment to drive WAC. 
For example, in Longview Community College’s national award- 
winning program, students submit a paper from a course in the 
disciplines to be assessed by faculty across the curriculum, involv- 
ing faculty and other stakeholders in the process. North Caro- 
lina State made departmental goal-setting and assessment in oral 
and written communication the engine for WAC.?! 

Elsewhere, portfolios of student writing across the curriculum 
were widely promoted and experimented with as a way to involve 
a range of stakeholders, promote faculty involvement, and make 
writing relevant to assessment (and vice versa). At Washington 
State University, for example, entering students take a placement 
writing exam for FYC, and then as juniors they submit a portfo- 
lio of writing from several courses, to qualify for writing-in the- 
majors courses. Some institutions have even moved toward an 
electronic writing portfolio.” 

On a wider scale, portfolios can be used to assess writing and 
learning beyond the individual school. In Kentucky, as we noted, 
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K-12 portfolios are assessed by teams of teachers within the 
school, then by teachers judging samples taken from several 
schools or districts, to ensure consistency. This process, called 
“moderation,” was developed in England by James Britton, who 
provided much of the theoretical basis for WAC, though his work 
in assessment is much less known in the U.S. In England, national 
comparisons of writing portfolios across schools (and of student 
writing across universities) within each discipline are routine. The 
moderation system was imported to the U.S. through the Primary 
Learning Record and was used to assess students’ learning in el- 
ementary and secondary schools in some districts. Studies have 
shown that such cross-institution assessment not only makes re- 
liable comparisons but also involves teachers and other stakehold- 
ers more than traditional timed writing tests or multiple choice 
tests. A number of studies have also shown that teachers’ Primary 
Learning Record assessments of students are at least equal in rigor 
to standardized tests.** 

Efforts to meaningfully assess student performance in writing 
(and learning) across the curriculum are still not widespread, 
however. They often encounter resistance, both from teachers 
who (often justly) distrust them as a dangerous intrusion and from 
administrators and other stakeholders who advocate traditional 
assessments as less expensive and more objective (as they under- 
stand that term). Yet collaborative assessment of writing done in 
courses can provide more authentic measures and at the same time 
bring stakeholders together to develop and apply standards. This 
can lead to a different—and often more useful—kind of objec- 
tivity, where mutual understanding and consensus building is the 
key. In my view, the future of WAC depends on these sorts of 
innovations, as only assessment (combined with disciplines’ ris- 
ing awareness of the importance of communication in learning 
and teaching) can organize the resources necessary make WAC 
central to education nationally, rather than leaving it as only an 
exciting option for individual teachers and institutions. 


Learning Communities 


In the early 1990s, many universities began programs to place 
first-year students in what are variously called freshman interest 
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groups (FIGs), learning teams, or learning communities, to give 
students a sense of belonging and to increase retention. From the 
mid-1970s, some WAC programs had “linked courses,” in which 
a course in the disciplines was tied to an accompanying WI sec- 
tion or sections where students wrote about the content of the 
disciplinary course. These linked-course programs quickly devel- 
oped relationships with learning community programs. For ex- 
ample, the University of Washington had an outstanding linked- 
course program since the 1970s and joined with a FIG program 
in 1990 so that students in almost all of its some twenty-five 
linked courses were also in FIGs. Research showed that students 
in FIGs with writing links responded most favorably to the FIG 
program. Kerr and Picciotto found significant gains in student 
performance within the disciplines at Oglethorpe University in a 
program of linked FYC courses combined with WI courses in later 
years. At George Mason University, a linked-course program 
evolved into an “integrated studies program,” where students 
complete virtually all their general education requirements in one 
year, through four interdisciplinary team-taught learning commu- 
nity courses that integrate writing assignments across disciplines.”* 

Some programs have found it is difficult to retain the integ- 
rity of the composition course in a link, particularly where the 
writing teacher is a graduate student who may have little exper- 
tise in the linked discipline and little clout or long-term invest- 
ment in the collaboration. But in the most successful versions of 
learning communities, FYC, WAC, and student services (such as 
residence life) collaborate to provide students with a rich and 
integrated experience. Writing teachers—or even undergraduate 
tutors—collaborate with faculty in many fields to become re- 
sources for each other on writing and learning in the disciplines, 
sharing their expertise. 


From WAC to CAC 


WAC moved in the 1990s toward communication across the 
curriculum (CAC) in many places, incorporating oral and even, 
at times, visual communication. At North Carolina State Univer- 
sity, Clemson University, Tidewater Community College, and 
elsewhere, faculty were given encouragement and training to in- 
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corporate oral elements to courses, such as group discussions, 
speeches, and oral presentations. At lowa State University, visual 
communication was added, with training for faculty on incorpo- 
rating visuals into documents and oral presentations. 

The discipline of speech communication also made national 
efforts to build programs across the curriculum, though there are 
similar tensions between CAC and first-year courses. Sometimes 
these efforts were in conjunction with WAC efforts, sometimes 
in separate programs. And a literature is emerging in the disci- 
pline on CAC.*° 

As new technology facilitates multimedia communications, 
oral and visual elements will become increasingly conjoined and 
important. Many WAC programs are now calling themselves 
“CAC” (an equally unfortunate acronym). Indeed, some are al- 
ready wondering whether the term WAC is obsolete. 


Computers and WAC 


Another profound change in education in the 1990s was, of 
course, electronic technology. In the early 1990s, Michigan Tech- 
nical University (home to one of the most important early WAC 
programs) began offering each summer a “computer camp” for 
faculty in the disciplines nationally, which developed and dissemi- 
nated strategies for improving student writing using computers, 
especially e-mail discussions.” 

In the mid-1990s, WAC took to the web like a duck to water. 
After all, the web is primarily made of written documents. Pro- 
grams were able to communicate efficiently with faculty and stu- 
dents through the web. A survey of colleges and universities 
showed that some 128 U.S. institutions had a WAC website. Al- 
most one third of the 88 Research I schools had one, the highest 
percentage. Only 0.6% of the 1,471 two-year institutions have 
one. WAC programs also used the web in conjunction with writ- 
ing centers, in “online writing labs” (OWLs), such as the pioneer- 
ing site at Purdue. At other institutions, undergraduate writing 
fellows were trained to assist faculty in assignment design and 
writing instruction electronically, using the web.’’ 

One of the most promising developments in WAC in the 1990s 
is computer-aided writing instruction for specific disciplines. 
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Teachers in many disciplines experimented with electronic jour- 
nals, discussions, chats, web-based student research, publica- 
tion, and self-evaluation. E-mail and MOO connections with stu- 
dents in other courses (and even other disciplines) at the same in- 
stitution or at others around the nation or the world provided in- 
novative pedagogy. Though the web made it easier for students 
to purchase term papers, it also provided ways to catch plagia- 
rists—and may force more faculty to consider WAC alterna- 
tives to the old pastiche of quotations that too-often passed for 
a “term paper.” 

Web-based instructional software was developed in a number 
of fields, first with virtual cases in specific disciplines that could 
be shared by faculty in that field, later with more sophisticated 
software and web-based materials to integrate writing into learn- 
ing and teaching that would otherwise have little or none.”* For 
example, National Science Foundation grants have provided sup- 
port for numerous web-based efforts to teach science writing online 
in support of courses. Lab-Write, developed at North Carolina 
State University, provides students with sophisticated heuristics and 
other direct instruction for writing laboratory reports, transform- 
ing what is often a “cook-book” classroom genre that requires 
little thinking beyond following instructions into a way of teach- 
ing the structure of scientific thinking and argument.’’ 

Some institutions made electronic multimedia training for fac- 
ulty the center of their WAC faculty development efforts. At 
Spellman College, for example, a multimedia tacility taught fac- 
ulty how to develop materials and activities that integrated writ- 
ing and speaking as the faculty learned to use computers.*" 

Distance education—growing by leaps and bounds—provided 
enormous opportunities to integrate writing and learning in new 
ways. Most communication in distance education is of course 
written, in many ways forcing new attention to writing. For ex- 
ample, the InterQuest philosophy course assignments are care- 
fully sequenced to “scaffold” learning as students write progres- 
sively more sophisticated responses to the material. Finally, 
experiments with electronic portfolios and online learning records 
in the late 1990s offer the possibility that students can display 
their work for formative and summative assessment, allowing 
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others in the course, the institution, or the discipline to see and 
comment on the work.*! 

Computer-aided instruction promises to make discipline-spe- 
cific writing experiences available to students and faculty who 
would otherwise not have the expertise to develop and use them. 
The World Wide Web has made writing ever more pervasive in 
our lives. And WAC is both making use of it and helping us make 
sense of it. 


Research and Dissemination Efforts 
Research 


Research on writing and learning exploded in the 1990s. One of 
the most significant developments in writing research over the last 
decade has been the large number of naturalistic studies of col- 
lege-level writing in the disciplines, over two hundred. Qualita- 
tive studies have predominated in recent years because the early 
attempts to perform quantitative experimental studies yielded 
confusing results. As we noted, when these studies attempted to 
test a central claim of WAC, that writing improves learning or 
thinking (Emig), they found that writing does not automatically 
improve either. Indeed, when writing was used to improve stu- 
dents’ performance on the usual kinds of school tests, it some- 
times had no effect or a negative effect. However, when students 
were given tasks differing significantly from the standard knowl- 
edge-transmission purposes of the schools, writing helped stu- 
dents learn.** 

Qualitative research on how students write and learn to write 
has been profoundly influenced by cultural-historical ethnographic 
and discourse-analysis studies of literacy. Individual case studies 
of students in secondary and undergraduate education have be- 
gun to map the many and often messy paths students take to gain 
agency, authority, and identity through writing in the specialized 
ways that mediate specialized activity in a field. Studies have also 
shown the “mismatch” between what students and their teach- 
ers expect. There have also been many remarkable recent stud- 
ies of internships, which describe student/professionals in tran- 
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sition, struggling to make sense of a professional network’s writ- 
ing using the tools they picked up in their schooling. Similarly, 
studies of the transition from undergraduate to graduate educa- 
tion have broadened our understanding of the complex play of 
power and identity with writing processes in complex hierarchi- 
cal professional systems of activity. And all these studies are in- 
formed by studies of writing in the professions, in communities, 
and in personal life histories, which also blossomed in the 1990s.°* 

Despite the remarkable output of research, two great chal- 
lenges remain. Research has found no neat path of development 
in writing. It is immensely variable and messy. We still do not have 
an analysis of how students (from various backgrounds) come to 
write in the ways the various disciplines expect (or how students 
change those expectations). So it is difficult to structure activi- 
ties that balance the demands of the discipline with the interests 
of the learner and move students toward increasingly productive 
engagement with the discipline or with civil society in their writ- 
ing—“scaffolding” as Bruner termed it. 

The other challenge is dissemination. Though some review 
essays and some faculty development books that are research 
based appeared in the 1990s, the insights of research are not 
readily available to faculty and program directors. As research 
expands and becomes more sophisticated, new ways will have to 
be found to make it useful in classrooms across the curriculum.** 


National Dissemination: 
Conferences, Journals, and Awards 


As Walvoord pointed out, WAC has never had a strong national 
organization but has remained a loose, grassroots structure, 
which she characterized as “independent congregations linked by 
itinerant preachers rather than a strongly organized central 
church with a central orthodoxy” (61). The only permanent na- 
tional structure is the National Network of WAC Programs, 
which publishes an annual list of member institutions and has 
held, since 1981, an evening meeting at the annual Conference 
of College Composition and Communication convention. 

But in 1993, a group of South Carolina WAC programs orga- 
nized a National WAC Conference, which has been held every 
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two years since. This conference attracted faculty from a very 
wide range of disciplines and, of course, WAC program directors. 
The WAC conferences, attracting as many as five hundred par- 
ticipants, have been instrumental in raising the awareness of WAC 
nationally. Moreover, there have been several disciplinary con- 
ferences emphasizing communication, such as the regional con- 
ference on CAC in Agriculture at Iowa State University in 1999, 
sponsored by the U.S. Department of Agriculture. 

The 1990s also saw new journals devoted to WAC. In 1996, a 
journal was launched specifically devoted to research on WAC/ 
CAC programs, Language and Learning in the Disciplines. Anda 
comprehensive electronic journal, Academic.writing, was launched 
in 1999, providing not only research articles but a comprehensive 
clearing house for teaching materials, program descriptions, and 
even online reprints of important books on WAC.** 

WAC programs continued to get national recognition, and that 
increased dramatically as national organizations honored WAC 
programs. Indeed, in 2001, Clemson University, Cornell Univer- 
sity, and Longview Community College were awarded the Time/ 
Princeton Review “College of the Year” awards in their respec- 
tive categories. In each case, the award was given specifically for 
their work with WAC. 

For a decade, there has been a steady stream of textbooks, 
teaching materials, and faculty development guides in print and 
electronic format—some very innovative. For example, Robert 
Morris College, in collaboration with PBS Adult Satellite Service, 
produced five interactive videoconferences. Each videoconference 
was received live, via satellite, by between 150 and 300 locations 
across North America, for a total of 10,000 to 25,000 viewers each, 
and the programs received several prestigious national awards.** 

Despite this widespread effort, WAC is still not a major influ- 
ence in national organizations devoted to education reform, such 
as the American Association of Higher Education or the Carnegie 
Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching. Writing is still 
marginalized. The national presence of WAC became more vis- 
ible in the 1990s despite a lack of an organized voice. But a more 
organized effort will almost certainly be necessary if WAC is to 
maintain an identity and become a major voice in national re- 
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forms. Whether or not such an identity and voice are worth giv- 
ing up the freedom of the grass roots is a question often debated 
within the WAC movement. 


International 


By the end of the decade, WAC had become an international 
movement. The same contradiction between greater access to 
higher education and increasing work specialization that had 
fueled the WAC movement in the U.S. Jed many nations to take 
a new interest in academic writing development. On one end, far 
more students and far more diverse students are streaming into 
higher education worldwide—bringing in a far greater diversity 
of linguistic resources: returning students, first-generation univer- 
sity students, international students, students from previously ex- 
cluded groups. On the other end, students are leaving higher 
education to enter far more diverse workplaces—not only in terms 
of the backgrounds of entering workers (age, national origin, class 
origin, and so on) but also in terms of the sheer specialization of 
knowledge and work. 

General composition courses in higher education are almost 
unheard of in other nations, so efforts tend to focus in the disci- 
plines. And their assessment systems are much more dependent 
on mass written assessment, raising the stakes for writing. In 
Europe, traditional language programs for international students 
(part of student support units) began to respond to new demands 
from nontraditional native students for writing help by encour- 
aging faculty to use writing in new ways. 

In England, where the WAC movement began at the second- 
ary level, widespread changes in higher education led in the mid- 
1990s to programs, research efforts, and a yearly conference, 
called Writing Development in Higher Education. Similar efforts 
in a number of European countries led to the formation of the 
European Association of Teachers of Academic Writing (EATAW), 
in conjunction with the European Writing Centers Association. 
And the International Association for the Improvement of Mother 
Tongue Education (IAIMTE) focused on writing development as 
never before. At the beginning of the new century, there are two 
journals being formed, and a book series on academic writing has 
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ten volumes published. Developing nations also feel the pressures 
of writing in higher education, as well as at all other levels. And 
there are major program and research initiatives in Africa and the 
Pacific Rim.*” 

International efforts have been influenced by U.S. efforts, but 
they are creating innovative responses to their particular national 
and local needs, many of which can offer the WAC movement in 
the U.S. fresh approaches by “making the familiar strange.” 


Conclusion 


The WAC movement is now over thirty years old—a very long 
run indeed for an educational reform movement. Clearly, it meets 
a need—better learning and writing for students, better teaching 
for faculty. By learning to write in new ways, students are expand- 
ing their involvement with the different worlds that make up our 
world. Writing organizes our lives, our worlds, even more now 
than a decade ago, as the Internet and intranets reach into every 
domain of modern life. And for faculty, WAC is ultimately about 
finding textual pathways to help students enter and eventually 
transform powerful organizations of people. Our lives are linked 
by the written word in ways so pervasive and mundane that we 
forget sometimes how powerful writing is to our futures and to 
the futures of students. WAC reminds us, students and faculty, 
that writing is powerful, even when it seems transparent—and 
that the problems of learning to write in new ways are not tran- 
sient but a permanent condition of (post)modern life. 

In this sense, writing and WAC focus our attention on the deep 
contradictions of education and of our civic life. The need for 
specialization versus the call for a unified, democratic civic life 
drives the debates over general versus professional education and 
thus the WAC/WID split. The need to initiate students into the 
powerful ways with words of disciplines and professions, which 
I emphasized in chapter 9, are now more than ever held in tension 
with the need for a wider and often more critical sense of civic 
responsibility and a need for civic action. The seemingly simple 
questions, “What will my students write?” and “How will I as- 
sess it?” lead to questions of the futures we envision, questions 
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of equity and access for traditionally excluded groups, questions 
of who our students, and we, are and will be as members of so- 
ciety. WAC is a way of still answering those deepest questions. 

As I think back over the whole history of writing in the aca- 
demic disciplines, the most inspiring and troubling questions are 
those raised by Dewey, still the “presiding ghost” of WAC, as 
Maimon put it.°* Dewey dreamed of a curricular balance between 
the interests of the learner and the demands of the disciplines, 
between our lives as individuals and our lives in democratic com- 
munities mediated by technologies of communication. We have 
still not yet formulated an analysis of discipline-specific learning 
activities to produce increasingly more sophisticated levels of 
critical understanding and writing performance—instructional 
scaffolding that can bridge the rift between student-centered and 
discipline-centered education that have marginalized writing for 
so long. But the WAC movement has made important strides 
toward that through research and program development over the 
past decade. And I think such a balance is now possible. 

It is possible because WAC has become an institutional pres- 
ence, much more so than a decade ago. It is likely that every in- 
stitution of higher education (if not K-12 education) now has 
faculty who have worked with WAC at some institution, even if 
their current one does not have a program. And administrators 
more and more see campuswide WAC as a viable option. But 
WAC is not yet an expectation (as, for example, assessment is). 
The U.S. education system will have to find new ways of orga- 
nizing teaching and assessing learning through writing in order 
to make WAC an expectation rather than an exception. 

Students learn by expanding their involvements, academic and 
civic. So too must the WAC movement learn by expanding, as it 
has for three decades now. And the 1990s showed how crucial 
are the intersections of writing and learning with assessment, 
communication in other media, electronic links among us, and 
the disciplines and professions that organize our worlds. The 
future of WAC, like its past, is about forging alliances, expand- 
ing with new connections, even as we wrestle with the inevitable 
contradictions of education and civic life. 
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26. Donna Reiss, Dickie Selfe, and Art Young. 

27. Shaun Slattery; and Joe Essid and Dona J. Hickey. 

28. Mike Palmquist, Kate Keifer, and Donald E. Zimmerman; and Peter M. 
Saunders. 

29. Labwrite. 

30. Mary Hocks and Daniele Bascelli. 

31. Scott A. Chadwick and Jon Dorbolo. See also Electronic Writing Portfolio. 

32. For reviews and analyses, see Gary M. Schumacher and Jane Gradwohl 
Nash; Ackerman; and Chery! Geisler. 

33. For research summaries, see David R. Russell, “Where Do the Natural- 
istic Studies of WAC/WID Point?” and “Writing and Genre.” For internship 
studies, see Patrick Dias et al.; and Dorothy A. Winsor. 

34. For research reviews, see Russell, “Writing and Genre” and “Where Do.” 
Ourstanding WAC guides for faculty published in the 1990s are John C. Bean, 
Engaging Ideas: The Professor’s Guide to Integrating Writing, Critical Think- 
ing, and Active Learning in the Classroom; and Rebecca Moore Howard and 
Sandra Jamieson, The Bedford Guide to Teaching Writing in the Disciplines: An 
Instructor’s Desk Reference. 

35. Academic.writing: Interdisciplinary Perspectives on Communication 
Across the Curriculum. 

36. Barbara Levine and Jay Carson. 

37. For a summary of efforts, see the introduction to David Foster and David 
R. Russell, eds., Writing and Learning in Cross-National Perspective: Transitions 
from Secondary to Higher Education. The book series is Studies in Writing: 
International Series on the Research of Learning and Instruction of Writing. 

38. Personal interview, 23 Apr. 1990. 
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166, 199-200; version of general 
education, attacks on, 219; ver- 
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